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Editors’ Note
Criterion: A Journal of Literary Criticism is a student-run journal
associated with the English Department at Brigham Young University. We as
a staff are dedicated to bringing quality pieces of literary criticism from the
undergraduate and graduate levels to our readers. Criterion functions entirely
through the commitment of our volunteer editors. We take this opportunity
to express sincere gratitude for the staff, and for the excellent work they have
contributed to the development of this issue. Their enthusiasm, insight, and
expertise make the publication process singularly delightful for us as an
executive team.
The worldwide pandemic has brought many challenges to the world
and to college campuses. For BYU students, this semester has been marked
by mask mandates and socially distanced classes. For Criterion, the
pandemic necessitated that all of our work and trainings be done remotely.
Fall 2020 was the first entirely virtual semester for Criterion, and we are
happy to say that it has been a success.
First, we would like to thank the contributing authors for this issue,
whose essays were selected from the annual BYU English Symposium.
These essays were chosen for their unique themes and excellent grasp of
the genre of literary criticism. It goes without saying, but we could not
have produced such a successful issue without the work and cooperation of
these authors. I would also like to extend a special thanks to Dr. Billy Hall,
our new faculty advisor, who has provided formative guidance during
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this unpredictable time. We also would like to thank the BYU English
Department and the College of Humanities for their extended support.
Finally, I want to take a moment to applaud our superb editorial staff
for their efforts despite challenges. Our volunteers, some who have never
worked on a journal before, all received hands-on editing experience
and produced a high quality issue. The success of our journal depends
on the diligence of our volunteer editors, and this issue would not have
been possible without them. Each member of the staff remained positive
throughout the process and worked hard each week even though we were
limited to virtual meetings. It has been a pleasure to oversee their progress
and we are very proud to present their final product. We hope you enjoy
the Fall 2020 issue of Criterion.
Michela Miller Dickson and Heather Bergeson
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Poetic Maturity, Identity,
and a Troublesome
Future in “Personal
Helicon”
Taylor Bitton

When he was 27 years old, Irish poet Seamus

Heaney published his first volume of poetry, Death of a Naturalist, which
was a huge career-building moment for the now world-renowned writer. He
would later write several books of poetry, many of which were impactful
commentaries about the political upheaval in Ireland during his lifetime.
The publication of Heaney’s first volume, which was written by an author
who, for a long time, was hesitant about a future in poetry, launched this
illustrious career. While writing poetry in college, Heaney admitted,
“I couldn’t say, of course, that I had found a voice but I had found a game.
I knew the thing was only word-play, and I hadn’t even the guts to put my
name to it. I called myself Incertus, uncertain, a shy soul fretting and all
that” (“Feeling into Words” 45). Along with his hesitations, Heaney also
admitted that it took a long time for him to feel that he was writing poetry
that adequately expressed who he was. It was not until he wrote his poem
“Digging” that he “thought that [his] feelings had got into words, or more
accurately, where [he] thought [his] feel had got into words” (41). Heaney’s
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poetic career took many years to develop, and he grew significantly as a poet
throughout that time.
I argue that “Personal Helicon,” the final work in Death of a Naturalist,
was another poem that was crucial in forming his self-identity as a poet.
In this poem, Heaney writes of water wells and uses them as a metaphor
for self-discovery, ending with a declaration of his own personal identity.
Scholar Eugene O’Brien reflects that “in this poem is the mature self of the
poet, who is capable of seeing his earlier self at a distance, both temporally
and culturally” (46). Heaney, as a grown man, explores his younger self and
past culture in “Personal Helicon,” connecting his past life to his current
identity. In addition to exploring maturity and identity, this poem is laced
with dark imagery and themes. Scholar Robert Welch attributes these dark
themes to Heaney’s view of the future by saying that Heaney “chronicles
the dying away of the conventional mind with its sets of attitudes. . . . The
writing is looking for trouble, for difficulty; or rather, wishes, to acknowledge
trouble and difficulty” (153). This acknowledgment of difficulty stemming
from dying convention indicates Heaney takes an apprehensive approach
to the future, that the future might be dark. While these themes of identity
and darkness have been investigated, there are gaps in these studies that
prompt further examination. First, labeling Heaney as a mature poet at the
publication of “Personal Helicon” in Death of a Naturalist is inaccurate, as this
was the first of many collections he would publish. Heaney also indicates
that he is young and apprehensive in “Personal Helicon” itself, where its
dark themes may indicate that Heaney is afraid of the future that awaits
him, both politically and personally. However, his assertion of his identity
in “Personal Helicon” was an intrinsic part of how his future transpired, a
future much brighter than the darkness that his immature, younger self may
have foreseen.
Much of the critical conversation surrounding “Personal Helicon” refers
to Seamus Heaney as a “mature poet.” Scholar Michael Parker claimed that
“‘Personal Helicon’ is a poem that . . . glances back at earlier experiences
and poems of childhood, yet forward to a future of poetic maturity” (74).
Though Heaney certainly is looking at his past self in this poem, he was
hardly a mature poet at this point in his life. At twenty-seven, he was a
grown man, but that is a young age in terms of almost any career, making it
nearly impossible for him to feasibly be considered stylistically mature in his
poetry. Only later in life did he grow into that maturity. Heaney later referred
6
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to his poetic growth by describing the differences between his first and later
volumes:
I tried very deliberately in Field Work to turn from a broody, phonetically
self-relishing kind of writing to something closer to my own speaking

voice. And I think that from Field Work onwards I have been following that

direction. It's a very different kind of linguistic ambition now from what I

was after in Death of a Naturalist or Wintering Out or North. Those books

wanted to be texture, to be all consonants, vowels and voicings, they wanted
the sheer materiality of words. (Cole, 105–106)

Heaney spent thirteen years and six volumes to develop the style of writing
that he describes using in Field Work. Death of a Naturalist was not the poetry
that canonized his name and place in the literary world; rather, Heaney
worked for years to develop the talent shown in Field Work, a popular
volume of poetry in its own right, and North, the volume in which Heaney’s
well-known bog body poetry was published.
In writing “Personal Helicon,” Heaney would best be considered a
young poet because it is not until this poem that he establishes a concrete
poetic identity. He establishes this identity through a metaphor involving
echoes inside wells. Heaney mentions several wells in this poem, and each
represents a different stage of his life. He describes the echoes that resonated
from the wells and “gave back your own call / with clean new music in
it” (“Personal Helicon” 13–14). The echoes returning with “new music”
represent new lessons he learns about himself by examining his past. Echoes
are, in essence, a repetition of old information. Thus, the echoes with “new
music” represent new information gained from re-examining something old,
which is in this case Heaney’s past and history. Heaney is learning more
about himself by examining who he used to be. Heaney asserts his identity
as a poet by describing how he sets off these metaphorical echoes. He writes,
“I rhyme / To see myself, to set the darkness echoing” (19–20). Heaney has
come to learn about himself through “rhyming” or poetry. Heaney’s method
of self-discovery is his poetry, and stating this effectively establishes his
identity as a poet. This identity is uniquely his own, completely separated
from his culture and past, which he explored earlier in the poem and in Death
of a Naturalist.
“Personal Helicon” differs from the previous poems in Death of a
Naturalist. While other poems in Death of a Naturalist, like “Digging” and
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“Blackberry Picking” and others, focus largely on Heaney’s childhood and
past, “Personal Helicon” examines the past in a different light and shifts the
overall focus of the book by portraying a dark future. This is done through
the poem’s tonal changes. Heaney uses a negative tone throughout “Personal
Helicon,” and it differs slightly from the earlier poems in the volume. Critic
Michael Parker observes that
Within “Personal Helicon” one can detect subtle shifts in Heaney’s style...

Poet and reader relish together the melodramatic diction—“the dark drop,”

“the rich crash” of the bucket which “Plummeted down”—and a child’s

word “scaresome.” The rat’s presence reminds him that the stanza, however,
speaks of transition, triumph, the growth of a poet’s mind. (75)

The tonal changes that this critic describes make “Personal Helicon” a
much different poem from the earlier works in Death of a Naturalist.
Unlike “Digging,” with its idealistic view of Heaney’s ancestors, “Personal
Helicon” speaks of an uncertain past with its “melodramatic diction.” And
unlike “Blackberry Picking” with its positive nature imagery, “Personal
Helicon” employs “scaresome” images that portray a dark and uncertain
future. There are numerous examples of poems in Death of a Naturalist that
describe Heaney’s childhood and hometown, but “Personal Helicon” looks
toward his future by describing the “growth of a poet’s mind,” and Heaney
approaches the future with apprehension in this poem.
Heaney’s hesitant approach to the future is evident in the imagery
he uses when describing the wells that he explores. He describes many
different types of wells, and each one represents a different stage of his life.
Heaney uses negative language in his description of each well from the past,
employing words like “rotted” and “shallow” while speaking of “dry stone”
and “trapped sky” (“Personal Helicon” 5, 9, 3). This imagery is reminiscent
of death and stagnation, giving the reader a sense of disillusionment with
that period by describing it as deteriorated. When describing the present, his
journey of self-discovery, and his future, Heaney’s language becomes more
assertively negative, talking about “a rat [that] slapped across my reflection,”
“pry[ing] into roots, into finger slime” and calling it “scaresome” (“Personal
Helicon” 16, 17, 15). These images used in describing his future indicate an
uneasy tone, as they imply that he is unearthing things that should not be
unearthed. This tone is much more fearful than the one Heaney employs
in describing his past. This shows that while he is disillusioned with the
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past, he finds the future even more hopeless. Heaney is writing in “Personal
Helicon” that he has a lot of fear for the life ahead of him.
Analyzing the reflections that Heaney sees in each well in the poem
shows the apprehension with which he approaches a poetic career. At the
end of every stanza in this poem, Heaney writes about the reflection that he
sees in the wells. One was “so deep you saw no reflection in it” (“Personal
Helicon” 8). In another, he sees a “white face hover[ing] over the bottom,”
and in yet another a “rat slapped across [his] reflection” (“Personal Helicon”
12, 16). The contents of each well portray Heaney’s reflection or lack thereof.
This shows that he is looking at himself, or in other words, is involved in deep
introspection. Heaney looking for his reflection is a metaphor for his trying
to discover his identity. The well that was “so deep you saw no reflection”
indicates a lack of progress because he is not finding anything. The “white
face” that he sees is reminiscent of a corpse, which indicates Heaney has
discovered something about himself that he should not have. The rat that
disturbs his reflection indicates that outside factors are interfering with the
discovery process. In all cases, nothing is as expected. It is not until the last
stanza that Heaney finds success in this endeavor, when he realizes that “To
stare, big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring / is beneath all adult dignity”
(18–19). By comparing himself to Narcissus, a character often associated
with idleness and selfishness, Heaney is stating that he is apprehensive
about looking into his reflection, and so discovering himself, because he
associates self-discovery with selfishness. Poetry is how Heaney has been
able to discover himself, and describing this act as narcissistic and “beneath
all adult dignity” shows that there are some negative qualities to it, and thus
the art he is using to do it, indicating that he is apprehensive about not just
the future broadly but especially a career in the poetic field.
Identity is intrinsically connected to personal life because the way we
identify ourselves has a large impact on how we act and perceive the world.
This applies to Seamus Heaney as well. Establishing his identity as a poet
had a massive effect on his life because of the success that he saw in his
career. One reviewer called him “the most skillful and profound poet writing
in English today” after the publication of Opened Ground, a compilation
of Heaney’s most famous poems spanning several volumes (Mendelson).
Indeed, his poems about bog bodies, ancient bodies preserved in the Irish
peat bogs, have been highly praised for their masterful parallels between
ancient times and the political upheaval in Ireland in the 1970s. Though his
9
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political poetry has become the most popular, Heaney has published many
books of poetry, all of which are regarded as impressive and eloquent in their
description of the human experience. A writer for the New York Times Book
Review said Heaney “has created a remarkable series of poems that stay ‘true
to the impact of external reality’ while at the same time remaining ‘sensitive
to the inner laws of the poet’s being’” (Kakutani). Much of his poetry has
had a widespread effect on the literary community, earning him the Nobel
Prize in Literature in 1995. Heaney himself said during his Nobel lecture that
“When I first encountered the name of the city of Stockholm, I little thought
that I would ever visit it, never mind end up being welcomed to it as a guest
of the Swedish Academy and the Nobel Foundation. At that particular time,
such an outcome was not just beyond expectation: it was simply beyond
conception” (“Crediting Poetry” 415). The success that he found from his
career had become so grand and impressive that it was beyond the dark
future he had imagined for himself as a young poet.
And yet, despite the happy future that awaited Heaney, the world
was moving in the opposite direction. The apprehension he expresses in
“Personal Helicon” indicates that as a young poet, Heaney was scared of the
world ahead of him, perhaps not only personally but also politically. Death
of a Naturalist was published in 1966, three years before the Irish Troubles
officially began. The Troubles, a violent conflict between Catholics and
Protestants in Northern Ireland, affected the daily lives of many citizens with
frequent bombings, street fights, and other forms of conflict. Of the violence
in his hometown, Heaney wrote, “People keep asking what it’s like to be
living in Belfast and I’ve found myself saying that things aren’t too bad in
our part of the town: a throwaway consolation meaning that we don’t expect
to be caught in crossfire if we step into the street” (“Belfast” 30). Though
these Troubles did not come to pass until after “Personal Helicon” was
written and published, no national conflict arose overnight, and there were
certainly indications of the political upheaval the Troubles brought long
before they officially began. It is possible that many of Heaney’s fearful and
worrisome themes in “Personal Helicon” stem from this conflict; in any case,
it is through the Troubles that these dark themes and fears were realized. The
dark future that he anticipated did come to pass.
This begs the question, As a novice poet, could Heaney have conceived
the future that awaited him? Could he have imagined the bright career that
would be his, juxtaposed with the dark political turmoil that would affect
10
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his hometown? Certainly, his apprehension about the future expressed
in “Personal Helicon” indicates that he had some idea of the conflict that
would affect him. Indeed, his later poetry, particularly his collections North
and Wintering Out, reflected this darkness as he embraced the Troubles
as inspiration for his writing. Some of Heaney’s most famous poems were
written in response to these issues. Yet, mirroring the wells and echoes in
“Personal Helicon,” Heaney grew in poetic maturity and understanding as
his poetry grew darker, which in turn led to the bright future and success
that became his. Heaney’s identity as a poet is intrinsically connected to these
light and dark themes. His poetry grew darker to reflect the happenings in
the world but became brighter as he wrote his way into success. In these
ways, his future was much more dynamic than he may have ever conceived.
Overall, Heaney’s establishment of his poetic identity as exemplified
in “Personal Helicon” was a major turning point towards the future that
awaited him. The young poet at the publication of Death of a Naturalist who
“wish[ed] to acknowledge trouble and difficulty” found success in his career
by doing so (Welch 153). Using his poetic identity, he addressed this “trouble
and difficulty” and conquered it. The very poetry that he wrote that helped
him make sense of the political turmoil ahead of him was the poetry that
made him well-known and famous. His career aided him in pushing forward
through difficult times, through the Irish Troubles and the political upheaval
that he saw, to a successful life.
Though he did not yet know the positive effect his poetic identity would
have on his life, Heaney advocates finding personal identity in “Personal
Helicon.” This is done through the positive language he uses when describing
his own journey of self-discovery. Examining wells in this poem is one of the
ways Heaney discovers his personal identity, and it is the main metaphor he
employs in describing this process. By writing about how “as a child, they
could not keep me from the wells,” showing that he loved them in his past,
he is showing that self-discovery is something that he valued (“Personal
Helicon” 1). Further in the poem, he writes about how he “loved” and
“savoured” his experiences with the wells, giving more positive connotations
and further advocating journeys of self-discovery (3, 6). Though Heaney
is apprehensive about the narcissism involved in such an endeavor, he
concludes that “I rhyme / To see myself, to set the darkness echoing” (19–20).
This declaration of his personal identity is also his way of advocating the
process. “Set[ting] the darkness echoing” has positive connotations because
11
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it indicates that what was previously unknown is becoming more accessible,
less of a mystery, and less troublesome through the forced response of
an echo (20). It shows that discovering personal identity is a good thing,
something that has benefited him. Describing the positivity of discovering
oneself advocates doing the same to the readers of the poem.
This is an applicable lesson for young people now looking to find their
personal identity. The future is full of potential political upheaval. Turmoil
surrounding issues like the refugee crisis and warring political ideologies
creates confusion and fear for many. People on the front lines of these issues
may have trouble establishing an identity for themselves. Beyond these
concerns, there is much in the world today that gives people reason for fear.
There is surely a possibility of a troublesome future ahead, just as there was
for the young poet. Issues like these, among others, may not be solved on a
political scale; however, they may be solved on a personal one. Heaney’s poetry
did not solve the problems facing the Irish people, but it did have a profound
effect on those who read it. It drew on the common experiences and suffering
of the people there and united them in their identity. In addition, Heaney’s
personal life was profoundly changed after he began writing his poetry. He
found great success and gained his own understanding of the political issues
that he witnessed during his poetic career. Establishing identity can help us
find success and make sense of the turmoil that surrounds us despite a world
steeped in entropy. Although success is not guaranteed upon finding one's
personal identity, it is a pathway to helping people understand the world
around them. By establishing his identity, as exhibited in “Personal Helicon,”
Heaney was able to find success, responsibility, and clarity as well.
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Seamus Heaney and
the Role of the Political
Poet
Alex Coleman

In

1950, Denmark’s gutty boglands belched

forth a man whose life had long since been absorbed into peat. His legs
were tucked up against his chest, and a rope was discovered with him, tied
around his gray neck. He is a “bog body,” a mummified corpse preserved by
the unique conditions of the boglands found in Northern Europe. So wellpreserved are his face, body, clothing, and hair that he was at first mistaken
for a murder victim more recent than his actual death in the fourth century
BCE (Silkeborg). He became known as the Tollund Man, and one prominent
theory to explain the cause of his death was a source of inspiration to a poem
by one of Ireland’s most prominent poets, Seamus Heaney. The Tollund Man
was theorized to be a victim of human sacrifice to the ancient goddess of
growth and fertility. Heaney uses the Tollund Man, as well as subjects in
many of his other bog poems, as a symbol for the modern political martyr in
order to illustrate the continuity of a violent Irish psyche and to process the
despair and destruction inflicted upon the Irish people during his lifetime of
political instability; in addition, a consideration of the poet’s role in society
demonstrates that Heaney allows problems to exist in his poetry, thus
creating a space for the Irish people to process their own pain.
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Heaney was a political poet, and “The Tollund Man” is a reflection of
that role: through this poem, Heaney makes the Tollund Man bog body into
a symbol of ancient tribal violence and launches the reader into questions of
Irish identity. The critical conversation around Heaney’s poetry demonstrates
that poetry became something of a personally therapeutic method that
Heaney used to deal with his frustrations about the violent politics and
seemingly unnecessary deaths that occurred during the Troubles. The full
extent of both of these conversations is vital in understanding the important
ethical question that many scholars have raised in response to Heaney’s bog
poetry: whether or not Heaney was ethically sound in contributing to these
conversations in a way that made an art of violence. Collins suggests that
in the creation of the bog poems, including “The Tollund Man,” Heaney
granted the “sectarian violence a historical respectability it had not received
elsewhere” (107). This being said, I would argue that a consideration of the
poet’s role in society allows us to condone his poetry for what it is. It is not
a solution to political crises, but it is a reflection of the reality of pain and
the struggle to make sense of a world in which people lay down their lives
for purposes that may never come to fruition. As a poet helping to reflect a
national heritage, Heaney’s role in Irish culture is to create a space for the
Irish to coexist with their issues and problems in a way that can help them to
truly move past their trauma.
This question of ethics must be approached through an understanding
of what defines Heaney’s role in a larger context. It is important to recognize
Heaney as a human being who suffers from fear of uncertainty the same as
every other member of the human race. In addition, Heaney is a poet, and it
is by answering the question of what a poet’s role is that the ethics of his work
can be appropriately labeled. Those who have challenged his morality have
done so on the basis of the ethics of making art of a deceased and mummified
remnant of life. They have challenged the ethics of both photographing and
viewing a being that offends the senses, and which inspired much of his bog
poetry. The largest argument against Heaney’s bog poems, however, lies in
the aforementioned fact that he would make such an emotionally disturbing
topic—Ireland’s Troubles—vastly more approachable.
From 1968 to 1998, Northern Ireland was saturated by a culturalpolitical conflict between the Protestant unionists and the Roman Catholic
nationalists that escalated to bombings, shootings, and other violent
aggressions (Wallenfeldt). This era became known as “The Troubles.” At the
16
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beginning of this season of Ireland’s history, Heaney lived in Belfast, Ireland,
which was one of the particularly intense centers of violence. Wintering
Out, published in 1972, was released during Heaney’s residence in Belfast.
Heaney experienced great violence firsthand, and his poetry was majorly
influenced by these seemingly meaningless deaths. These tragedies haunted
him for the next thirty years of his life and left both Heaney and the rest of
the Irish people with emotional trauma that they would have to endure for
years to come. His reflections on that time are bleak: “We survive explosions
and funerals and live on among the families of the victims, those blown apart
and those in cells apart” (Heaney). Heaney published “The Tollund Man” in
this collection, and the poem serves as a record of the massive emotional toll
he paid during those years living in terror. His take on the hopeless sacrifice
of human life is mirrored in the last line of “The Tollund Man”: “I will feel
lost, / Unhappy and at home” (lines 43–44). Though Heaney is a companion
to Mother Ireland, the future is bleak, and with no direction he is, essentially,
lost. This was an era when the Irish nation was completely ravaged by both a
war of words and a war of physical violence, destruction which contributed
to the anxiety that prompted Heaney’s exhausted confession. As the years
passed, it seemed to be a war without end and without a true sense of good
versus evil. It was a conflict that has been mirrored by many nations before
and since; rather than good versus evil, it was a battle of a conflict of interests.
Heaney felt lost without a moral compass to direct him to good or evil, even
as he consistently felt the tug of his national loyalty pulling him back into
the war.
The ethics of Heaney’s bog poetry is unfolded in his creation of the
Tollund Man metaphor, which demonstrates a cultural tendency toward
human sacrifice for the good of the whole that is deep-seated in the psyche
of the Irish. Alan Shapiro commented that “The Tollund Man” “is an
exploration into Irish past and relation to Irish present” that “symbolizes the
Celtic past, its legacy of violence, and its tradition of political martyrdom”
(21). Heaney’s poetry unpacks Irish history and establishes a pattern that
he comes to observe in modern political history. According to Glob’s
Boglands, the Tollund Man, who was found in Irish peat with a rope around
his neck, was a sacrificial victim who was made bridegroom and payment
to persuade the ancient Celtic nature goddess to “germinate” the ground
and allow the community continued survival. “By virtue of ‘The Tollund
Man,’” Floyd Collins comments, “Heaney traces contemporary sectarian
17
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strife in Ulster back to the cult of a pre-Christian earth goddess, Nerthus,
who was worshipped throughout northwest Europe” (105). Shapiro points
out that this man, sacrificed to save his own people, is turned into a symbol
of political martyrdom by Heaney. This is clear throughout the poem. It is
evident in lines like, “pray / Him to make germinate” (lines 23–24), where
Heaney pleads with the powers that be to give fruition to the Tollund Man’s
sacrifice, the same way the nation would plead that those who have died for
the cause would not have died in vain. Heaney’s role as a poet is to create a
space for the Irish people to observe and reflect on what the cultural pattern
revealed in Heaney’s Tollund Man metaphor might mean for them in the
context of their suffering and in view of the future they must build.
In order to understand the “hunger of the culture for its own image
and expression,” it is of value to also include a discussion of how Heaney’s
participation in Irish culture through his insinuation of cultural motifs in
his poetry demonstrates his own hungering after expression (Collins 76).
According to Heaney, there are certain lines of the poem that are informed
by his own interaction with the culture as an Irishman (Preoccupations 162).
Indeed, bogland had been an important part of Heaney’s personal history
since his childhood, when he lived in close proximity to it. For example,
Floyd Collins comments on how the second and third stanzas of “The
Tollund Man” are derived from the folklore of the area where Heaney grew
up: in an incident when “four Catholic brothers were killed by Protestant
paramilitaries, their bodies ‘trailed along the railway line, over the sleepers
as a kind of mutilation’” (75). Collins goes on to say that Heaney allayed “his
personal crisis of identity by locating himself within a larger cultural milieu”
in his writing of “The Tollund Man,” though he “failed to consolidate his
thematic and aesthetic gains.” This point brings up questions of the purpose
of Heaney’s writing and thus engages the reader in questions of ethics. If
most critics agree that the poems articulate a certain violent streak inherent in
the psyche of the Irish mentality, what is Heaney’s role in expressing his own
lived experiences and interaction with the conflict, as a part of the culture
that is being portrayed? This, of course, is not to contribute to the stereotype
rooted in English colonialism and anti-Irish racism. However, as an Irishman,
Heaney does not fail to observe the connection between Ireland’s Celtic
tradition, which brought about the demise of the Tollund Man hundreds of
years prior, and the modern-day Irish Troubles. Heaney’s poem creates space
for the Irish to honestly inspect whether or not this violent tendency really
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exists in the Irish psyche. Heaney illustrates the “disquieting continuum
between modern Irish culture and ritual executions in Iron Age Denmark,
the familiar feeling of being ‘lost, / Unhappy and at home’” (Collins 97).
Can it be incorrect for Heaney to draw upon personal feelings generated
by a conflict that has made such feelings familiar? What is the reader’s role
in deciding this? For indeed, “the linguistic and cultural excavations of
Wintering Out . . . reflect Heaney’s desire to come to terms with the initial
outbreak of violence and the continuing cultural crisis” (Collins 97). Things
like place-naming Aarhus, where the stained face reposes, represent a “desire
for continuity” and an attempt to recover a “surrendered identity of cultures
that have been colonized or absorbed” (Collins 105). Heaney brilliantly
navigates the space between blame and mutual suffering that permits him
and his fellow Irishmen to have their eyes opened to the nuances that exist
within the Irish culture they are striving to resurrect and also to sit with their
despair at its loss.
Heaney’s use of the metaphor that connects the ancient Tollund Man’s
sacrifice to the sacrifice of the lives of his comrades communicates his
yearning for peace and demonstrates his recognition of the reality of the
destruction that is already irreversible. At first, this view disregards the
question of ethics by its very personal rendition of a specific lived experience,
but it then provides for space to consider his responsibility to the public.
His expert weaving of the portrait of the death of the Tollund Man elevates
the dead man into sainthood, thus demonstrating admiration and respect
for his passing. Heaney begins the poem with an obsessive, almost zealous
description of the Tollund Man’s traits and an expression of his desire to
go see him in his temple at “Aarhus” (line 1), an almost desperate search
to grasp the physical concept of the mummified body. He then launches
into a description of the body becoming “saint-ified,” as “bridegroom to the
goddess, / She tightened her torc on him / And opened her fen, / Those
dark juices working / Him to a saint's kept body” (lines 12–16). The second
stanza is then the prayer mentioned above that links this sacred vision for
the Tollund Man to the deaths of Heaney’s Irish comrades—“I could risk
blasphemy,” he dares (line 21). “The scattered, ambushed / Flesh of labourers,
/ Stockinged corpses / Laid out in the farmyards,” or those Irish common
men who gave up their lives for the cause, he prays will be “germinated” by
this same theme of sacrificial victimhood for the growth of the same cause—
the security, prosperity, and continuity of the Irish culture (lines 24–28). In
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a personal expression of the hope that he has for his country, Heaney reads
into the conflict of a divided people with a plea for things to be made right in
the end. Here opens another opportunity for an investigation of ethics. While
some would claim that Heaney’s artistic acknowledgment of the violence
of the Troubles era could be considered a breach in ethics, the argument is
made void in the face of the fact that Heaney’s poems never were meant to
romanticize the violence or the death. Rather, the bog poems were intended
to romanticize the motivations behind all of it and recognize the complexity
of human suffering through the dichotomy of his hope and apprehension for
the future, which bears only the certainty, he fears, of a continuation of the
pattern that he has already acknowledged. This pattern he demonstrates first
in the death of the Tollund Man and again in the death of his fellow Irishmen.
It is a trade—death for life. But at what cost? Heaney pleads.
Allowing the death and violence a place in literature was a personal outlet
for Heaney: “There’s something genuinely consoling in the articulation itself,
in the ability of the intelligence to face up to and define the barbarism that
persists within the psyche and the culture, just as it was once preserved in
the bog” (Shapiro 22). Blake Morrison offers up a similar viewpoint: “‘The
Tollund Man’ shows that Heaney believed from the beginning that some kind
of connection exists between Iron Age sacrifices to the Mother Goddess of
Earth and the violent history of Northern Ireland” (47). Morrison continues
to comment that this poem helped establish Heaney as a poet who would
overlap and interpenetrate “historical, political, linguistic, and mythological
material” (47). “The Tollund Man” demonstrates Heaney’s knack for this:
“Out there in Jutland / In the old man-killing parishes / I will feel lost, /
Unhappy and at home” (line 45–47). These lines specifically connect the
sacrifice that is incurred by a historically religious fanaticism to the modernday suffering and sacrifice that is political in nature.
The allusion that connects modern political violence with the bog
people is also uncannily ironic. John Wilson Foster, who also found that the
poem was Heaney’s attempt to impersonalize his feelings, wrote that “the
encouragement of fertility through violent death is an ancient irony, and one
senses in ‘The Tollund Man’ its appropriateness for contemporary Ulster”
(33). The irony lies in the fact that it is through death that one would hope
to find life. In his own words, Heaney describes the bog bodies as sacrificial
victims to the Mother Goddess in order to “ensure the renewal and fertility of
the territory in the spring. Taken in relation to the tradition of Irish political
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martyrdom . . . this is more than an archaic barbarous rite: it is an archetypal
pattern.” (Preoccupations 57–58). David Lloyd comments that “Heaney here
posits a psychic continuity between the sacrificial practices of an Iron Age
people and the psychology of the Irishmen and Ulstermen who do the
killing” (127). Evident again is that same theme of historical irony, along
with the mental continuity evident in the political intersection of modernday Irish violence and the sacrificial passage of the dead into new life for a
community. This irony brings a new reading to the poem as a whole and thus
a new perspective on the soundness of Heaney’s ethics. It allows the reader
to be drawn in to Heaney’s own need to process and deal with the pain of
the situation and thus recognizes him as a common man who must work
through the effects of civil war the same as his fellow Irishmen. Death and
violence were rampant; thus, while the rhetoric surrounding the conflict was
charged with ideals of liberation and hope, Heaney could have seen it all as
a mask at some points, when the suffering was too great to justify a lack of
progress—and herein lies the irony of sacrificing life for the betterment of
another’s continued existence. Heaney begs the reader to question where
our justification lies when, even while we are still in the Irish homeland, we
feel “lost, unhappy” (Heaney, Opened Ground 48).
Heaney’s final stanza is where this turning point from prayer to the
goddess on behalf of peace for the Irish people into the reality of questioning
justification and dealing with the deaths of too many takes place. For as the
Tollund Man is dug up and carted away to be pointed at and observed by a
people he no longer understands, the “man-killing parishes” of Ireland will
inevitably be a setting of a lack of that germination of prosperity that Heaney
had prayed for (line 42). The Tollund Man receives a “sad freedom” (line
33) from his earthy tomb and joins ranks of others sacrificed for the sake
of the people: “Tollund, Grauballe, Nebelgard” (line 37) becomes another
list of the dead, lives sacrificed in hope and lost in tragedy. Heaney’s final
heave of despair—“I will feel lost, / Unhappy and at home”—rings out as
a witness to the tragedy of civil war (lines 43–44). Drawing on a rich Irish
cultural heritage and an immense attachment to the earth that has existed for
centuries, Heaney’s heart-wrenching plea for aid from the ancestors ends in
despair.
In a way that is forlorn and revelatory, Heaney’s poem connects the
murder of ancient sacrificial victims to the slaughter of Irishmen in the
Troubles era. However, Collins comments that while “Heaney’s journeys,
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both literal and imagined, through northwest Europe may explain the
problem of contemporary sectarian strife in Ulster, they do nothing to alter
it; the awareness of an ‘archetypal pattern’ does not dispel the violence”
(106). Thus, in large part the portion of the conversation that is yet to be
decided upon is whether or not Heaney’s ethics are sound in the creation
of his art. Morrison remarked on the “necrophiliac tendencies of the bog
sequence” (Collins 107). He and others have suggested that in the creation of
the bog poems, including “the Tollund Man,” Heaney granted the “sectarian
violence a historical respectability it had not received elsewhere.” However,
Thomas Foster contributes the idea that especially in matters such as this
“Irish Question” of nationalism and calls for Irish independence, “Artistic
‘seeing’ is not the same thing as sanction” (55). Recognizing something in a
way that unites beauty and atrocity does not mean that Heaney was granting
political and cultural turmoil any sort of permission.
Heaney’s use of the bogland as a metaphor for larger Irish conflict,
and particularly the way that metaphor recognized the conflict rather than
solved it, does not qualify as a breach in ethical conduct. An important
concept to consider in order to answer this question fairly is what defines
the ethical code. Is it the nation, the culture, or the era? Within the context
of the international culture that established the ethical sphere that Heaney
writes in, is it religion, or credibility in the public eye? At least within the
context of European literature in the Postmodern era, this brings us back to
that all-encompassing question: What exactly is the role of the poet? While
some would claim that it must be Heaney’s place as potentially the collective
representation of Irish culture to direct or perhaps assist the people in
progress toward peace, I would argue that, especially because he is a leader
in the articulation of Irish culture, it is Heaney’s role to allow the population
to come to terms with the here and now of that culture.
The legitimacy of Heaney’s claim to cultural articulation is supported by
a side-by-side comparison to William Butler Yeats’s poetry. Yeats has been
hailed as one of the greatest poets of all time and praised as an articulator
of the Irish narrative. Heaney is very often compared to Yeats as a result of
their mutual genius and mastery over the Irish aesthetic within their work,
and thus, a comparison of the two in terms of ethics establishes Heaney’s
correct claim to discuss topics of political turmoil. Heaney “remarked on
the resilience of Yeats’s poetics in seeking new ground, finding new ways,
developing new voices, and avoiding the repetition of old material” (Garratt
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2). Hazard Adams specifically discusses Heaney’s great respect of Yeats’s
commitment to the absolute validity of the artistic process and Yeats’s “largeminded, whole-hearted assent to the natural cycles of living and dying” (88).
A poet who early on in his career disagreed with those who wished to use
poetry for political ends, Yeats gradually became a poet who “wished for
poems that did not reach for disembodied beauty but that could ‘carry the
normal, passionate, reasoning self, the personality as a whole’” (Norton 210).
Hence, Yeats gradually came to see that poetry needed to discuss topics that
are very real and present and that affect the individual, including politics
and violence. He was also concerned with issues of both Irish nationalism
and antinationalism, English colonization, and revival of Irish consciousness.
More important to the critical conversation surrounding Heaney’s ethics
is the issue of Yeats’s own ethics. Yeats and Heaney, both quintessentially
Irish, wrote about similar topics, including politics, violence and prophecy,
historic myth, and nostalgia. To claim a strong sense of morale in one but not
the other would be a logical fallacy.
Yeats indeed has an ethically appropriate claim to poetry grounded
in making a space for the Irish to sit with their political dilemmas. This
concept is illustrated well in Yeats’s poem, “Easter, 1916.” While Heaney
wrote about themes of Irish political turmoil at the end of the twentieth
century, Yeats mirrored him at the beginning of the twentieth century. Yeats’s
era saw similar violent outbreaks in the form of civil war. The year 1916
marked the beginning of those outbreaks, and a crushing defeat of the Irish
insurrectionists by the British saw the execution of fifteen of the movement’s
leaders, many of whom had been good friends of Yeats. While Yeats had been
drifting away from his Irish roots in the years prior to the beginning of the
political unrest, the uprising snapped him startlingly back to remembrance
of his Irish heritage. It was a difficult time for him, as recorded in the poem,
whose title reflects the event he memorializes: “Too long a sacrifice / Can
make a stone of the heart. / O when may it suffice? / …Was it needless death
after all?” (lines 56–59, 67). These emotions echo in Heaney’s pain almost
eighty years later: “Out here in Jutland / In the old man-killing parishes /
I will feel lost, / Unhappy and at home” (lines 45–47). Both poems discuss
specific incidents of death of people that both poets felt a closeness with,
either personally or culturally. Both poems allow the poet to be present
with the pain of civil war and all the atrocities that come with it. Yeats offers
no solutions to political turmoil, though he was a respected politician and
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served for a time as an appointed senator of the newly established Irish Free
State. For this instance, Yeats allows himself to sit in his pain out of respect
for his fallen comrades and in understanding of the fact that mourning is a
process that requires acknowledgment and time. Parallel to this, of Heaney
the Norton Anthology of English Literature reads:
In the bog poems Heaney reflects on the poet’s responsibilities to write about the
dead, yet to do so without prettifying or exploiting them. He probes the vexed
relations between lyric and historical suffering. . . the need to be true to his calling
as an artist, but also to represent the irredeemable carnage of modern political
violence. . . . The result is a tough-minded witnessing, an ethically scrupulous
and self-aware mourning of collective loss and sectarian murder. (1094)

The close inspection and comparison of both of these poems demonstrate
the poetic tradition that was critically established by Yeats, a poet who dealt
with issues of a modern society and wrote in that context, and was carried
on in the work of Seamus Heaney, who operated under the same pretenses.
Another of Yeats’s most critically acclaimed poems is “The Second
Coming.” This poem does not offer solutions for the fear he feels at the
future, which can no longer be predicted and which has rejected all essence
of a pattern. Yeats simply observes that “The best lack all conviction, while
the worst / Are full of passionate intensity” (29). Yeats recognizes fear. He
nods in acknowledgment to a looming future and to an analytical process
within him that just doesn’t know how to deal with his present issue. In
“The Second Coming” there is no feigning a plan of escape, no semblance of
authority to be able to fix the world’s problems, which Yeats recognizes he
knows nothing about. He simply allows the problems to exist, and he allows
his readers also to coexist with their fears and problems. That is the role of
the poet, a tradition established by many poets before Yeats and continued
by Seamus Heaney and countless others.
Ultimately, it is because of the poet’s ability to create this space for his
or her readers to coexist with their fears and problems that the poet ends
up playing an extremely important role indeed in determining solutions.
By allowing himself to process his pain, Heaney gives the Irish people
permission to process theirs. There must be a space to grieve and observe.
Issues must be understood before they can be corrected, and some of the
most complex and nuanced issues that can be faced are those that deal with
the internal workings of the human spirit in the most realistic way possible.
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Heaney was tired. Specifically, he felt “lost, / Unhappy and at home” (lines
47–48). It could be construed that it is an unethical reading of his poems to
question Heaney’s morals in giving the Irish people a place to observe their
grief and find a certain brotherhood in the shared Irish experience. It is only
in this way that the Irish people could heal, comprehend the pattern of their
communal Irish consciousness, and move forward as a community.
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Not Too Ferocious for
Liberty Bell Readers:
The Slave Woman's Justified Reactions and
Retaliations
Elizabeth Daley

Elizabeth

Barrett

Browning’s

ferocious

abolitionist poem “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” depicts the life
of a slave woman who falls in blissful love with another slave, is raped by
her master, desperately flees from slave hunters, murders her white child,
repeatedly curses white men, and dies at the mercy of her master’s whip.
Originally published in the 1848 issue of The Liberty Bell, an anti-slavery
annual, this dramatic monologue radically confronts American slavery
in ways that expose the master’s brutality and the slave’s often hostile
retaliations.
A longstanding argument among critics is whether or not “The
Runaway Slave” was too radical to evoke sympathy from its primarily
Northern audience in Antebellum America and to achieve The Liberty Bell’s
purpose of convincing readers to “expunge slavery from the land” (Jeffrey
42). Reiterating a broadly accepted claim among scholars, Marjorie Stone
reports that Browning “drew on the conventions of abolitionist writing,”
but modified her poem with a “relatively radical nature” (Stone, “From The
Liberty Bell” 331). Yet Browning herself questions the extremity of her poem
in saying that it was “too ferocious, perhaps, for the Americans to publish,”
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because she “could not help making it bitter” (qtd. in Stone, “‘The Runaway
Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’ Introduction” 191). Many Elizabeth Barrett
Browning scholars agree that the slave character exhibits too much hostility
and bitterness toward the readers’ race to evoke sympathy, such as the critics
in the 1950s who determined that the poem was “too blunt and shocking to
have any enduring artistic worth” (192). Upon conducting a close reading of
“The Runaway Slave” and examining contemporary responses to the text, I
initially agreed that the insurrectionary slave’s seemingly hostile actions—
especially committing infanticide and repeatedly cursing white men—were
indeed too ferocious for readers of The Liberty Bell who might fall prey
to her curses. Nevertheless, after examining “The Runaway Slave” within
the context of abolitionist speeches and primary responses to the poem, I
argue that the master’s brutality justifies the slave’s retaliations, especially
since she targets her master and associated slaveholders, not the generalized
white population.
Newspaper articles from the time reveal that Northerners publicly
supported Browning’s poem as a morally upright text. One such source, an
article from The Liberator about an anti-slavery celebration, reports that
“Mrs. Rand, of Milford, read with dramatic skill the touching poem of the
Runaway Slave, by Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and was loudly applauded”
(“Anti-Slavery Celebration” 4). Despite Browning’s radical strategies,
abolitionists publicly admired “The Runaway Slave” and celebrated the
fugitive’s touching story with great exuberance in the 1860s. Another author
from The Liberator likewise declares that “Mrs. Browning has another
claim on the gratitude of abolitionists . . . and has made a direct offering
on the altar of American Anti-Slavery” (“Runaway Apprehended!” 3). This
report reveals that abolitionists widely appreciated Browning’s poem and
compares her anti-slavery contribution in The Liberty Bell to an altar sacrifice.
Interestingly, a Baltimore Sun writer emphasizes a similar connection,
saying that “when great principles were imperiled, [Browning] was ready
to sacrifice herself upon the altar of right” (“Elizabeth Barrett Browning”
4). In saying this, the authors show that the slave’s attempts at liberation
and apparent ferociousness were justified as morally right because she
challenged the slave owner’s wrongful oppression. These two metaphors—
Browning’s sacrifice on the altar of abolition and right—reinforce the notion
that Northern Antebellum readers celebrated “The Runaway Slave,” despite
its radical strategies and overt bitterness toward white slave masters.
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This widespread acceptance of Browning’s poem can be more fully
understood through the examination of anti-slavery speeches and other texts
that illustrate popular Northern beliefs. At an Independence Day celebration
in Boston in 1862, African American abolitionist John Rock professed, “What
a glorious day of jubilee we shall have when the American nation . . . [is] no
longer a nation of hypocrites, but of humane and Christian men” (“Rock” 4).
This declaration reveals that Northerners adjudged Southern slaveholders
as religious and moral hypocrites who were accountable for their brutalities
against slaves. He then continues to create a binary between Northern and
Southern beliefs by saying, “The difference between the North and South
may be plain enough to us, and we may justly say and believe that the cause
of the North is the cause of liberty, of free speech, of freemen—in a word, the
cause of civilization” (4). Rock’s message about their Southern brothers is
one of spite and disappointment; he declares that, as a nation of hypocrites,
they are inhumane and unchristian. Likewise, by celebrating the North’s
pursuit of liberty and civilization for all men, Rock blatantly underscores the
South’s uncivilized natures that developed from their attachment to slavery.
Charlotte Forten, a respected abolitionist writer from the 1800s, applies these
beliefs about inhumane, unchristian slave masters to “The Runaway Slave”
as she praises the poem for its suitability to her emotions and its powerful
arousal of sympathy for victimized slaves. She proclaims:
How earnestly and touchingly does [Elizabeth Barrett Browning] portray
the bitter anguish of the poor fugitive as she thinks over all the wrongs and
sufferings that she has endured, and of the sin to which tyrants have driven

her but which they alone must answer for. It seems as if no one could read

this poem without having his sympathies roused to the utmost in behalf of
the oppressed. (Forten 343)

Forten emphasizes the character’s anguish, suffering, and endurance of
moral wrongs at the hands of her master. She acknowledges the slave’s
evident bitterness and sinfulness but maintains the argument that readers
will strongly sympathize with her because the tyrannical master drove her to
wrongdoing and is therefore solely accountable for those sins.
A reporter from The Liberator furthers the rationalization of the slave
woman’s hostile actions by saying that “all [people] saw and recognized
slavery as a monstrous wrong, and knew that as the nation sowed, so it must
reap. . . . The present rebellion, with its barbarities, is the natural fruit of
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slavery” (“Elizabeth Barrett Browning” 4). This significant Northern belief
greatly enhances contemporary examiners’ understanding of “The Runaway
Slave” and The Liberty Bell readers’ likely responses to the text. I argue that
the slave woman’s retaliations against her master are not too ferocious to
evoke sympathy from The Liberty Bell readers because the master instigates
the rebellion by brutally murdering her lover and impregnating her through
rape; the Northern majority believed that, as monstrous men, slaveholders
were charged with full accountability for their slaves’ reactions to bondage.
Therefore, Northern readers of The Liberty Bell likely justified the slave
woman’s infanticide as reactionary to the emotional torment that her master
inflicted upon her and recognized that, in strangling her white child, she
sought to spare him from the harsher fate of remaining enslaved—a fate
justified as a rightful retaliation against her tyrannical master and his troop.
Until her master inflicts brutality upon her, the slave woman in
Browning’s narrative remains obedient. As she falls in love with another
slave, she declares that “I laughed in girlish glee, / For one of my color
stood in the track / Where the drivers drove, and looked at me, / And
tender and full was the look he gave” (Browning 58–61). Even though the
enslaved woman and her lover are whipped by slave gangs as they work in
the fields, she focuses on experiencing blissful love. At this point, she does
not exemplify bitterness or hostility toward her master’s troop, even though
they actively force the standard pains of slavery upon her. She reports that
“the drivers drove us day by day; / We did not mind, we went our way”
(68–69). The slave’s admittance that she and her lover are unbothered by
the repeated whippings reinforces the argument that she remains obedient
until the master enacts brutality against them. Therefore, this supports the
popular Northern belief that African American slaves were not uncivilized
monsters who bred hatred against the white society. Rather, rebellions began
when Southern slave masters initiated cruelty against their innocent slaves.
The master disrupts the slave woman’s obedience as a slave when he
mercilessly rapes her after murdering her lover. In anguish, the woman says,
“They wrung my cold hand out of his,— / They dragged him . . . where? . . . I
crawled to touch / His blood’s mark in the dust!” (Browning 95–97).
Throughout these events, the slave woman displays anxiety and distress
over the traumatizing loss of her lover. After her master forces their clinging
hands apart and carries the victim away to be murdered, the slave woman
desperately searches for evidence of her lover’s death. Feeling weary
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with agony, she exerts her remaining energy to crawl to his blood pool in
the dirt. Browning’s specification that the slave’s blood seeps ‘in the dust’
seems symbolic of his rapid, unexpected death; his blood, or physical
body, dissolves into the cold earth as the lovers’ happiness disintegrates
and only the slave woman’s stained memory of his existence remains. This
traumatizing experience demonstrates the master’s unprovoked brutality
and disruption of the slave woman’s compliance with the slave drivers
and her ability to “laugh in girlish glee” even while in bondage (58). After
killing her lover, the master inflicts further damage by raping the defenseless
slave woman. She weakly describes the experience as a “wrong, followed
by a deeper wrong! / Mere grief’s too good for such as I. / So the white
men brought the shame ere long / To strangle the sob of my agony. / They
would not leave me for my dull / Wet eyes!—it was too merciful / To let
me weep pure tears and die” (99–105). This rape surpasses grief and agony
as the woman becomes desecrated and dehumanized. Her articulate and
heart-wrenching description reinforces her claim that rape is a moral wrong
committed against any member of civilization, slave or free. Although the
master’s definite motives remain undisclosed, his sinful assault creates
unnecessary grief, shame, and defilement for the slave woman. The act is
intrinsically wrong. Liberty Bell readers who upheld the belief that slave
masters were uncivilized monsters who enacted brutality against their slaves
likely agreed that the slave woman would be justified in retaliating against
her evil master.
Following the murder of her lover and impregnation through rape, the
slave woman flees from the plantation with her white infant, whom she
ultimately strangles. Especially since—at least at surface level—she kills
the child because of his whiteness, it seems that she commits infanticide
to demonstrate animosity against her son, master, and the white race with
which they are associated. However, a close reading of the text suggests that
she commits infanticide because the child’s face and inborn mannerisms
unbearably resemble those of her master and because the child’s whiteness
symbolizes the master’s rape. As she flees from her master through the
night, she clings to their child and cries, “In that single glance I had / Of
my child’s face, . . . I tell you all, / I saw a look that made me mad! / The
master’s look, that used to fall / On my soul like his lash . . . or worse!”
(Browning 141–145). In saying this, the slave mother reveals why she
cannot bear the pain of her son’s presence: his face, skin color, and inborn
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mannerisms too closely resemble those of her master, who stole her dignity
and happiness through corruption and violence. She explains that the
devastating impact of his assault reaches her very soul, thus extending past
mere physical or psychological harm. Her use of the word ‘mad’ seems to
possess dual meanings: the resemblance of her master in her child’s face—
and, by extension, her master’s sexual exploitation—made her angry, but
it also took her to the unstable brink of insanity. For this reason, her white
son vividly reminds her of the rape, and her master had stripped her of the
emotional capacity to tolerate it. Interestingly, the words ‘made me’ precede
the word ‘mad,’ which means she denies accountability for her madness and
implies that her master—the source of the problem—is responsible for her
retaliations. Because the slave woman explains her internal, whole-hearted
struggle, Browning prepares Northern readers of The Liberty Bell to justify
the slave’s reaction.
Once the slave woman distances herself from the plantation and her
internal conflicts increase, she can no longer tolerate the white child’s
resemblance to her master and ultimately kills the baby. Although this
action itself is wrong and ferocious, Northern readers likely recognized that
the painful circumstances surrounding the situation drove her to commit
infanticide rather than it being a hateful act against the child and his white
race. She admits, “I could not bear / To look in his face, it was so white. / I
covered him up with a kerchief there; / I covered his face in close and tight”
(Browning 120–124). Before smothering her son’s face in a handkerchief, the
mother reiterates that it would be sorely unbearable to continue looking
at him. Interestingly, she uses the word ‘in’ to specify that she “[looks] in
his face” (121), which suggests a deeper level of observing him; since her
master’s look invasively fell on her soul while in bondage, she now tries
to see beyond her child’s white face and into his innocent soul. But his
whiteness is overpowering, and she admits that she can no longer stand his
presence. She specifies that she “[can] not” emotionally handle looking at
him, not that she “will not” do so (Browning 120). This specificity shows
that, for the sake of her well-being and sanity, she must kill the master’s
child. Northern Antebellum readers likely sympathized with the slave
woman because her deed was “the natural fruit” of her master’s horrid
cruelties, therefore placing accountability for those sins upon the Southern
slave owner’s shoulders (“Elizabeth Barrett Browning” 4). The slave woman
does not commit infanticide out of animosity toward her white son or white
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people generally; rather, it is a justified reaction to the emotional torment and
possible madness that her master inflicted upon her.
While strangling her child, the slave woman inwardly justifies the act
because she spares him from the curse that she directs at her master. She
explains that “to save it from my curse, / I twisted it round in my shawl”
(Browning 146–147). She decides that, between dying in infancy and living
a cursed life as the master’s son, death is the better fate for him. Thus, she
kills her child and mercifully spares him from the harsher fate to which he
otherwise would have fallen victim. Her belief that death is the child’s better
fate connects back to a woeful remark she gives after being raped, saying
“they would not leave me for my dull / Wet eyes!—it was too merciful / To
let me weep pure tears and die” (103–105). Here, the slave woman asserts her
preference for death over the barbaric assault, but that her master remained
merciless in complying with this desire. Instead, he metaphorically cursed her
with the lasting and active anguish of the assault. When the roles are reversed
and the slave woman must decide whether to let the white child live a cursed
life or surpass the pains of mortality and enter the “death-dark where [they]
may kiss and agree” (251), she chooses the latter. Based on her experiences as
a victimized slave, this decision is the better option, proving more merciful
because he “[wept] pure tears and [died]” without experiencing the awful
pains of slavery or the sins of slave mastery. Although she demonstrates
mercy toward her son, she remains steadfast in cursing her master, the men
who flog her, and other slaveholders; it seems that she entirely excludes
white civilians who do not participate in slavery from her curse. Therefore,
she does not commit infanticide because of her animosity toward her master
or the white race. Rather, she emotionally reacts to her master’s brutality.
When the surrounding circumstances and her justifications are considered,
Northern readers would agree that the slave woman’s infanticide is not too
ferocious because she sought to spare her child from the harsher fate of being
cursed and because the master instigated the rebellion and was therefore
charged with accountability for her reactions to chronic bondage.
Next, the master’s hunting troop pursues the slave woman and
exemplifies the master’s perpetual monstrous behavior by flogging her,
to which she rightfully retaliates by cursing them. Upon being found, the
speaker cries, “Ah!—in their ‘stead, their hunter sons! / Ah, ah! they are
on me—they hunt in a ring” (Browning 204–205). By characterizing the
slaveholders as violent hunters and the slave as their helpless prey, Browning
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reinforces the Northern belief that slave owners are inhumane creatures who
commit brutalities against dehumanized, enslaved people. In doing this,
she prepares primary readers to respond sympathetically and support the
victimized slave rather than the guilty white masters. After the men entrap
the slave woman, she recounts that “ropes tied me up here to the flogging
place. / You think I shrieked then? Not a sound! / I hung, as a gourd hangs
in the sun. / I only cursed them all around” (224–227). As the fugitive
refrains from screaming and instead focuses her energy on continually
cursing the slave hunters, her resolute mannerisms and animosity may seem
too ferocious to evoke sympathy from readers. Yet, when readers view her
cursing as the result of the immediate flogging and previous experiences, the
slave’s actions become justified and are not likely considered too ferocious to
evoke sympathy. When the slave woman is at the brink of death, she declares
that “whips, curses: these answer those!” (232). This declaration once again
justifies her curses because they are in retaliations to her master’s whips. She
aims her hostility at tyrannical slave masters—not Northern abolitionists
or other individuals who are not involved in slavery. Northerners who
believe that Southern slaveholders are accountable for slaves’ ensuing sins
and hostile reactions would justify the slave woman’s actions and celebrate
Browning’s abolition poem as a whole.
Browning argued that “The Runaway Slave” was “too ferocious,
perhaps, for the Americans to publish” (qtd. in Stone, “‘The Runaway Slave
at Pilgrim’s Point’ Introduction” 191). While I agree that her radical portrayal
of slavery was likely rejected by Southerners who supported the institution, I
contend that Browning erred in saying that the poem is too ferocious to evoke
sympathy from her target audience: Northern readers of The Liberty Bell.
Rather than saying Browning succeeded in evoking sympathy from readers
despite the poem’s ferociousness from and toward slave masters, I argue
that she succeeded, at least partially, because of it. Abolitionist speeches and
primary responses to Browning’s poem from the mid-1800s reveal that the
Northern majority viewed slaveholders as inhumane men who were brutal
to their slaves, thus making them accountable for their slaves’ reactions
to bondage; therefore, they likely felt sympathetic for the slave woman as
they watched her experience the master’s unprovoked ferociousness and
justified her cursing as a rightful retaliations against his tyranny. As for
committing infanticide, I argue that she does not make the decision halfheartedly; she only carries out the deed once the white child’s presence
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grows unbearable and she believes that death is the best fate for her son. As
the slave mother begins to transcend mortal life, she prays that “in the name
of the white child waiting for me / In the death-dark where we may kiss
and agree, / White men, I leave you all curse-free” (Browning 250–253). In
hopes of being serenely reunited with her child “in the death-dark” where
race is irrelevant and his resemblance to the master is no longer a barrier,
the slave woman revokes her curse. Had Browning upheld the slave’s curse
through the end of the poem, Northerners still would have justified it and
held the master accountable for her hostile sins. Yet, by removing the curse,
the slave reinforces her lack of animosity toward her child and offers mercy
to her repeated perpetrator who continues to flog her, thus lessening her
ferociousness and heightening that of her master’s. In doing this, Browning
allows Northern Liberty Bell readers to have their “sympathies roused to
the utmost in behalf of the oppressed” (Forten 343).
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Preserving Words
Zitkala-Ša’s Natural Appeal to an
Environmentally Concerned America
Emily Hopwood Durney

In

a time when Beatrix Potter narrated the

adventures of a mischievous rabbit who lived under a fir tree, and Jack
London’s Buck “felt compelled to turn his back upon the fire and the beaten
earth around it and to plunge into the forest” (72), Yankton Sioux writer
Zitkala-Ša published “School Days of an Indian Girl” in the Atlantic Monthly.
The turn of the twentieth century brought about iconic, conservationist
literature such as London's The Call of the Wild and Potter’s The Tale of Peter
Rabbit that coincided with a progressive movement in full swing with the
election of conservationist President Theodore Roosevelt. The public’s
increasing concern about “protecting national parks [and] preservation of
‘wild’ areas” (Tyrell) provided a common value between Native American
culture and the White American political climate.
While analyzing Zitkala-Ša’s “School Days of an Indian Girl,” which
describes the author’s reservation childhood and federal Indian boarding
school experience, Jennifer Ladino asserts that the style of Zitkala-Ša’s
“exemplary counter-nostalgic literary narrative” (91) uses ideas of nature to
confront “Eden ideology” (89) with the truth that the wild frontiers were in fact
inhabited and not discovered. Similarly, Ruth Spack suggests that Zitkala-Ša
uses “a rhetorical move characteristic of European American captivity
tales . . . [she] represents her captured character as both a sympathetic
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victim and as a shrewd, courageous, and resilient resistor” (216). Although
Spack and Ladino highlight the author’s ability to effectively address her
audience’s personal ideology and modes of storytelling in “School Days of
an Indian Girl,” it is important to address that Zitkala-Ša’s rhetorical use
of organic language simultaneously preserves her own mode of storytelling
and displays nature’s importance to her as a Yankton Sioux woman.
Zitkala-Ša references nature in more complex ways than simply
describing landscapes—in “School Days of an Indian Girl” she explores the
question of what is truly wild or civilized, exposes themes of captivity and
animalistic qualities in humans, and uses playful, natural imagery as an
appeal to children and conservationists alike. Because of American society’s
reignited interest in the natural world, Zitkala-Ša’s use of natural themes
engages an audience who would have otherwise been indifferent to her
cause of addressing the consequences of cultural assimilation and erasure.
She accomplishes this by describing her connection with nature romantically
and contributing renewed ideas of the importance of preservation.
Contemporaneous literature and political movements broadcasted messages
of conservation, and Zitkala-Ša’s writing can help readers understand the
importance of this cause as she poignantly describes how her personal
relationship with nature was damaged.
Not only does Zitkala-Ša utilize organic language as a rhetorical move,
but her work precedes the previously mentioned conservationist, naturethemed works which have gained status as classical literature. The timing
of “School Days of an Indian Girl” displays Zitkala-Ša’s genuine intentions
as well as her awareness of the social and political climate in 1901; she did
not simply follow other popular works. The content that she shared attracts
a more environmentally conscious audience to be interested in both their
shared natural environment and her distinct Yankton Sioux cultural
environment. By appealing to the public’s interest in conservation, Zitkala-Ša
highlights boarding schools’ efforts to erase Indigenous cultures and
languages equally worthy of conservation.
Within popular literature and politics of the time, Zitkala-Ša presents
nature through three different lenses: conservation, children’s education,
and the idea of freedom versus civilization. When Theodore Roosevelt
entered the presidency in 1901, he led the United States as an advocate of
conservation. Concerned with the extinction of various species of wildlife,
the president set land-resource conservation as one of his highest priorities.
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During this time, natural imagery was not only a popular literary trope, but
it was also associated with politics. The United States Forest Association was
created, and President Roosevelt established numerous national parks and
monuments. While discussing the formation of national parks, Ian Tyrell
stated that “forests, waterfalls, and glaciated valleys were, the society argued
in a quite conventional argument derived from Romanticism and the idea of
the sublime, great ‘undenominational cathedrals’ of physical and educational
value ‘and, in a broad sense, religious’” (17). Although Tyrell is referring to
nondenominational Christians, Zitkala-Ša’s idea of spirituality is shown to
be synonymous with the natural world as she describes her Yankton-Sioux
background in “School Days of an Indian Girl,” which creates a common
ground between paganism and ideals of Christianity during that time that
helps widen her audience.
Zitkala-Ša’s work also created common ground and natural connections
with her audience because of the emergence of other popular naturalist
literature of Jack London and Beatrix Potter. Potter wrote popular stories
that appealed to children through nature by presenting her studies of art
and observations of various flora and fauna. Her endearing illustrations and
animal stories provided readers with an intimate view of nature. Drawing
and writing about all of nature was not done simply for aesthetic pleasure,
but as a part of Potter’s scientific studies. Her whimsical stories provide
children with educational experiences and have been impactful because of
nature’s ability to make people care. Although published a year after ZitkalaŠa’s debut in the Atlantic Monthly, Jack London’s The Call of the Wild is
another product of the time which reflects the quandaries and interests of
American society specifically. The main dog, Buck, is constantly conflicted
and stretched between a life in the wild and a life as a sled dog, which
makes the reader ponder the virtues of a wild, natural state versus that of
a “civilized” one. Similarly, Potter’s main characters are animals who have
their own world of societies and adventures. These stories resulted from
Potter’s personal experiences with nature; she was inspired by her outdoor
surroundings, and through her stories, she encourages her readers to look
for the same wonder and beauty she captures in her words and illustrations.
Potter and London explored the relationship between animals and humans,
or wilderness and civilization. Potter occasionally introduces humans
who are antagonistic and predatory, which paints the picture of a troubled
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relationship between humans and the natural world—a theme also found in
Zitkala-Ša’s writing.
Problematically, while much was written and discussed about these
conservation movements of the time, Native Americans were often excluded
from the narrative. This significantly reveals that the value of nature was
separated from the people who originally inhabited and still inhabit those
lands, and Zitkala-Ša serves as a welding link between these two concepts.
Although Ladino emphasizes the fact that Zitkala-Ša’s style was counternostalgic and disagreed sometimes with the president’s perspective on land,
Zitkala-Ša capitalizes off of this newfound concern shown by Americans
for land and creatures. By describing herself through organic imagery and
describing the boarding school as industrial, Zitkala-Ša creates a binary of
freedom and civilization that reveals the harshness and confining effects of
boarding schools. Since the United States government had been the source
of the boarding schools, Zitkala-Ša’s strategy of tracing back and appealing
to political views ultimately received attention and aid to the issues she
addresses in her writing.
As a political advocate for the Native American people, Zitkala-Ša offered
encouragement and guidance concerning treatment of land, as in this 1931
letter to Chief Frank Salatsee. The chief had originally written to the author
seeking advice in regard to whether he and others should sell their land for
gain and for the sake of easing tensions. In her response, Zitkala-Ša entreats
him to value his land and to realize that “once it is gone, you cannot get it
back.” Zitkala-Ša makes land a priority by setting stark contrasts between the
land she grew up on and the boarding school she attended. Her description
of the boarding school creates a foil for the outdoor, full-of-life home that
she came from. The boarding school’s “glaring light . . . whitewashed
room . . . [and] bare wooden floor” (Zitkala-Ša 88) display the author’s
ability to help the reader associate the industrial, unnatural feel with the
negative attributes of the school. Traveling to the boarding school, Zitkala-Ša
envisioned her destination as a paradisiacal “land of red apples” (86).
Ironically, this expectation of abundance and life leads to disappointment
as Zitkala-Ša observed the trees turning into telephone poles on the side of
the road. This teaches the reader that being drawn to nature is natural, and
Zitkala-Ša demonstrates that man-made elements can be a disappointment
and a cheap replication compared to nature.
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Evidently, one of Zitkala-Ša’s aims was to pull upon that innate desire
that humans have to care about their habitat. Although the purpose of her
writings is not an environmentalist’s call to action, she gives herself and
her native life natural descriptions to make the environmentalist reader
realize the existence of common ground and values. While Beatrix Potter’s
character, Mr. McGregor, chased a curious rabbit with a garden hoe, innocent
indigenous students were severely punished for playing in the snow and not
understanding English. Instead of having a wild Peter Rabbit being lost in a
structured garden full of fences and gates, a young Zitkala-Ša’s “blazing” and
like “the moaning wind…tempestuous” (Zitkala-Ša 97) spirit was crushed
as she was made to feel like an outsider in structured, cold walls. These
descriptions demonstrate how forceful restriction, confinement, and attacks
are fundamentally unnatural and morally wrong. Zitkala-Ša recognized
society’s newfound urgency to protect and preserve, and she appealed to
that empathy to increase cultural preservation efforts—especially concerning
educational issues.
Zitkala-Ša valued children and their education and recognized that some
of the most powerful messages are most effectively preserved and given a
voice through children: the impressionable future of society. As president
of the National Council of American Indians and secretary of the Society
of American Indians, Zitkala-Ša and these organizations “sought to educate
Native and non-Native children about American Indian history, traditions,
and rights” (Suhr-Sytsma 137). Knowing that one of Zitkala-Ša’s aims was
to educate children, it is evident that natural imagery in her stories is also
appealing to children who can learn and relate to her descriptions and
language. Although it is doubtful that children were her sole audience when
being published by Atlantic Monthly, her connections to children through
nature are visible in her texts. Her “School Days of an Indian Girl” and “Old
Indian Legends” were included in the curriculum of grade schools. In a letter
to Ginn and Company in 1930, Zitkala-Ša stated, “It has been my pleasure to
be told by children here in Washington and others in Virginia that one of my
stories is in the school reader they are using today.” Playing in the snow, in
fields, or feeling trapped in the walls of a school with intimidating teachers,
distant from any form of nature, are events familiar to most grade school
students. Like Suhr-Sytsma states, Zitkala-Ša builds connections with child
readers by being relatable and inclusive. Phrases such as “our little lives”
and descriptions of dreams of being outdoors with “unlassoed freedom”
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cause impressionable young readers to be exposed to Native American
legends and traditions (Zitkala-Ša 93, 96). They can then sympathize with
and understand the little girl who experienced so much pain and change in
her boarding school environment.
While appealing to non-native children, Zitkala-Sa’s intention to
specifically write to Native American children is supported by her other
writing and correspondences. Her writing demonstrates her philosophy that
communication between White and Indigenous Americans needs to exist to
overcome cultural gaps; however, speaking to her people and giving them
a voice was her priority. When responding to Mr. Waddie Gibson in 1931
in regard to citizenship of Native American youth, Zitkala-Ša asserted that
“to be a ‘citizen’ does not make any Indian a ‘white man,’” but citizenship
gives children the opportunity to have a voice in future decisions. This is
evidence that while her writing’s natural imagery appeals to children of all
backgrounds, she has always been an advocate for the involvement of Native
American children. Since she signed many of her correspondences “Yours for
the Indian Cause,” it is natural that her creative and autobiographical works
would preserve her culture and storytelling for the younger generations.
Zitkala-Ša also draws on this connection to younger Native readers in “Four
Strange Summers” when she describes the discomfort of returning home
to the reservation and her family for the summer. She states that “even
nature seemed to have no place for me” (Zitkala-Ša 96). Through her writing,
Zitkala-Ša relates to Native American youth who have been submitted to
assimilation and discrimination. She uses her stories as a tool to help readers
find a place in nature again and to describe their common experiences.
As Zitkala-Ša makes clear appeals to native and non-native children
through nature, she also presents a paradigm shift, challenging common
misconceptions and stereotypes of Indigenous people possessing beastly
qualities. Through analyzing civilization and captivity diction in Zitkala-Ša’s
stories, Ruth Spack noticed the way Whites refer to Zitkala-Ša in animalistic
terms. She is told to “[turn] loose to pasture” when she is sent to recruit
other Native Americans to attend the boarding school (Zitkala-Ša 106). She
also describes feeling like she “was only one of many little animals driven
by a herder.” However, when first traveling to boarding school in Indiana,
Zitkala-Ša surprisingly uses almost animalistic descriptions as she had some
of her first up-close and personal interactions with White people outside of
the reservation. For example, as she describes that “large men, with heavy
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bundles in their hands, halted nearby, and riveted their glassy blue eyes
upon us,” an image of a slow, burdened ox comes to mind instead of a human
(Zitkala-Ša 86). This use of animalistic natural imagery changes the narrative
that was frequently used against Native Americans by labeling White people
as wild. Turning the tables by using childlike, natural observation, those who
are “civilized” are identified through their animalistic characteristics.
In contrast, Zitkala-Ša appeals to her White audience by calling on
typical Native American imagery that would have been fairly stereotypical.
Describing a summer at home, she describes the Dakota prairies’ “tall grasses,
over which the wind blew and rolled off in long, shadowy waves” (Zitkala-Ša
98). She describes a pony ride through this terrain as she embraces freedom
and a sense of smallness in the vastness of nature. Although her descriptive
storytelling has a different form than the oral histories that she grew up
hearing, her storytelling maintains the same vision and purpose. Ladino
describes how Zitkala-Ša is one of the first Native American authors to
make the jump from oral tradition to the written words. Stylistically, she
is writing in a way that causes the reader to imagine Zitkala-Ša personally
relating these experiences. Zitkala-Ša strove to balance writing in a style
true to herself and to oral tradition with the need to appeal to the masses so
that her work would actually be considered by mainstream readers. Ladino
discusses this tension as “negotiating . . . between traditional Indian culture
and the expectations of assimilation into White America” (98). Although
it has been debated whether this was successfully done, natural language
uniquely played the role of a bridge between the cultures. Since nature
was a necessary and central element to her life before boarding school and
a priority to readers in the early 1900s, Zitkala-Ša is true to herself in her
writing while drawing upon public fascination.
Perhaps most poignantly, Zitkala-Ša uses nature to cause her American
readers to feel sympathy as they witness the conflict that Native Americans
have suffered when they are caught in a lonely, confusing no-man’s-land
between their natural homes and the industrial federal schools. In the
section “Retrospection” in “An Indian Teacher Among Indians,” Zitkala-Ša
places her damaged relationship with nature as equally grief-inducing and
significant as her damaged relationship with her mother and the Great Spirit,
her deity. By showing this deterioration as a direct result of her assimilative
schooling and “civilized” surroundings, Zitkala-Ša creates a call for empathy
and understanding from the early twentieth-century reader who can expand
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his or her concern for “the wild” to a concern for those whose home had
been in “the wild.” This is effective because of her “[reliance] on nature as a
moral authority—a source of cultural righteousness and original beauty that
she sets in opposition to excessive civilization” (Ladino 99). Likening herself
to a “cold, bare pole” in comparison to a tree that she once was, Zitkala-Ŝa’s
imagery does much more than create a concern for nature (112). The idea of
loss draws the reader to evaluate what kind of loss had taken place to go from
a natural to an industrial state. However, acting more than just a whimsical
reference to nature and a paradise lost, being “shorn of branches” creates
an image of bareness, cold, and lack of connection. This natural imagery
references back to her early observations of telegraph poles juxtaposed by
the fields and nature surrounding them. A White reader in the 1900s or in
twenty-first century America may not exactly understand the significance
of a natural home or the Yankton-Sioux culture in which Zitkala-Ša was
raised, but they can understand the look and feeling that comes along with
a shorn tree.
Zitkala-Ša used natural, organic imagery because she recognized it as a
bridge between what is precious to her early twentieth-century audience and
what is understandable to her readers timelessly. Ladino, Spack, and SuhrSytsma have recognized the persistent presence of children, the captivity
rhetoric, and the importance of nature in Zitkala-Ša’s writing. However,
organic imagery is the enabling rhetorical tool that makes her stories and
the concepts they put forth graspable to the reader. By effectively exposing
assimilative procedures in boarding schools as industrial and confining,
she displays resilience in preserving her voice and the voice of her people
organically through the written word. Zitkala-Ša intentionally played upon
the public’s desire to preserve the nostalgic landscapes in the United States
by successfully motivating the reader to similarly support and preserve her
people and culture.
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Victory of the Brave in
Zitkala-Ša’s The Sun
Dance Opera
Amanda Lund

The 1913 Sun Dance Opera, a collaboration between Dakota Sioux
Zitkala-Ša and white music professor William Hanson, is unique in its attempt
to merge two cultures. The music is undeniably Westernized, but the story
itself remains distinctly Dakota: the young Dakota brave Ohiya (named after
Zitkala-Ša’s son) must prove his worth as a brave at the sacred Dakota Sun
Dance, so that he may win his beloved Winona from the treacherous outsider
Sweet Singer. As such, it qualifies for critical analysis as a piece of Dakota
literature. Today the opera is seen more as an instrument of civil rights;
literary critics such as Jason Murray and Jane Hafen suggest that ZitkalaŠa’s ulterior motive for producing The Sun Dance Opera was to give Utes
an opportunity to perform their sacred dances, which at the time had been
outlawed on grounds of violence and indecency. “Zitkala-Ša,” says Murray,
“develops a strong desire to preserve threatened aspects of American Indian
culture such as spiritual beliefs, oral narratives, and traditional ceremonies”
(76). While I agree with this statement and believe that the cause to preserve
American Indian culture is noble, this should not overshadow the opera’s
modern critical reception. The opera qualifies as a literary work because it
expresses Zitkala-Ša’s cultural beliefs as the rest of her writing does, which
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arguably does as much for Native American culture as allowing the Utes to
perform their Sun Dance. Through analyzing The Sun Dance Opera as a literary
work, one finds not only her dedication to American Indian expression, but
also a mouthpiece for her distinctly Dakota views on masculinity.
For First Nations across North America, American Indian masculinity
has been forced to adapt to the modern world from its traditional form,
in which “martial presence [brings] cultural family and community” for
“Indians, specifically Indian men” (Gercken 44). The adaptation of American
Indian masculinity into the modern world has caused the traditional form to
grow more distant from its cultural origins and become appropriated by pop
culture. As Becca Gercken puts it, contemporary Indian writers deal with
“constructing Indian manhood in an age where the most common enemies are
failed federal policies, poverty, and alcohol” (38). But what did masculinity
mean to Zitkala-Ša, who wrote The Sun Dance Opera a century ago, and to
her contemporary audience? Being what in modern times could be called a
feminist, particularly in Ruth Spack’s analysis of Zitkala-Ša’s personal letters
to Carlos Montezuma, Zitkala-Ša’s works are analyzed for their bearings on
womanhood and female power, not the role of men. Yet Spack discovers in
those selfsame letters that she indeed had her opinions on what was good and
desirable in a man, for "Zitkala-Ša comes to the conclusion that she cannot
attach herself to a man who wants to live a European American lifestyle and
turns instead to ... a Yankton Sioux whose life's mission is to work among
and serve Native people." (Spack 184) I argue that a close reading of the
opera’s story structure is a further manifesto of Zitkala-Ša’s opinions on
the power and role of men, which to her and her culture are defined by
personal acts of bravery. This core tenet is what makes Dakota masculinity
distinct from the male gender role in white America, which tends towards
self-aggrandizement and often results in what is modernly known as toxic
masculinity. Zitkala-Ša compares these two definitions of masculinity by
symbolizing them in her protagonist and antagonist in The Sun Dance Opera,
and, just as she chose a proudly Native man over one who was mentally
colonized, ultimately she asserts the Dakota definition over the white.
This is not to say, however, that the white America contemporary to
Zitkala-Ša scorned Native masculinity because it was different and even
superior to their own; often they admired and romanticized it in their written
media. The issue is that, because popular white culture did not look deeper
into Native masculinity, the meaning behind it—personal bravery—was
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more often than not lost on them. One article contemporary with Zitkala-Ša,
“The Making of a Chief,” demonstrates this in the way that it never explores
the Native definition of bravery that is given by Chief Horse Eagle. Published
in the Los Angeles Times in 1927, it is a story about a white outpost in the
West that decides to use the traditional tests of the local Native Americans
to determine who will be their own chief. With a brilliant rhetorical question,
“What is pain in proof of courage?” (Callahan L9), the chief offers a doorway
into his peoples’ understanding about how their way of life prizes acts of
courage as triumphs of personal integrity. But the story skims over this in
favor of the action, proceeding immediately to “What is the third test?” (L9)
of becoming chief. Even here, the white man is thinking only of the physical
action, not of the inner purpose or motivation.
The rhetorical leap from Chief Horse Eagle’s question to the values of
Native men is not a difficult one, it is simply never made. The arguably
obvious connection between Native masculinity and personal valor is lost on
the white audience of the Los Angeles Times. An implicit comparison between
Native masculinity and white masculinity arises in the outpost’s decision
not to use the first trial, deeming it too painful (L9). The story offers plenty
of opportunity for insight into Native American masculinity which is never
taken, and that oversight is culture-wide. This is what makes Zitkala-Ša’s
The Sun Dance Opera critical, because the opera is a rare instance of Native
manhood being told to white audiences, not by a fellow white but by a
Native. The opera is an opportunity for her to use the interactions of her
protagonist and antagonist, both male, to help her white audience finally
make the connection between honor and Dakota masculinity.
Zitkala-Ša uses her antagonist, Sweet Singer, as the antithesis to Dakota
male honor. Sweet Singer is the first character the audience meets and is
handcrafted to be despicable, a disgrace to the Dakota meaning of manhood
that Zitkala-Ša touts. Zitkala-Ša opens the entire opera with a chant by Sweet
Singer, exposing both the predicament he has gotten himself into, and the
cowardly course of action he takes to get out of it. His overwhelming question
in this miniature soliloquy is “How can I hide the shame of stealing from our
medicine men, the sacred love leaves?” and the answer he comes up with
is to “hie to the land of the Sioux” (Zitkala-Ša 131). Rather than face the
punishment for his sacrilege, he flees to the Sioux, abusing their hospitality,
to escape the rightful consequences of his actions. Sweet Singer’s decision
flies in the face of what Gercken calls “a specifically masculine interpretation
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of Indian identity that, though it risks being futile and defeated, offers the
possibility of being productive and triumphant” (43–44). By this definition,
Zitkala-Ša’s antagonist can hardly be called a Native brave, because he would
rather make a safer and more duplicitous decision than follow an honorable
path with a chance of negative consequences for him. He allows his fear
of losing face for his dishonorable actions to override his commitment to
personal integrity. Sweet Singer not only perpetrates evil deeds and thoughts,
but hides them. In Dakota culture, where a man’s external deeds are to match
his internal bravery, Sweet Singer’s kind of deceit is outrageous.
On a subtextual level, I argue that Sweet Singer is Zitkala-Ša’s
personification of white masculinity. After all, his decision to abandon the
Shoshone Maid bears striking resemblance to the American trope of the man
of the house abandoning his family. Zitkala-Ša would not have to look far
in her life for an example of how prideful white masculinity could be. She
could stop at William Hanson, her collaborator on the opera, who “[took]
over, making the opera and ritual his own through a sentimental colonialism”
(Hafen 109), or at Col. Richard Henry Pratt, who was once a close colleague
of hers but “went on the attack, printing caustic articles” (Spack 186)
about Zitkala-Ša’s anti-assimilationist writings. The conceit and backbiting
exhibited in these white men sound much like Zitkala-Ša’s antagonist, who
is met with defeat in her opera. Zitkala-Ša had plenty of sources in her life
from which to draw inspiration from for Sweet Singer, her antagonist and
symbol of white masculinity’s toxicity.
The way Zitkala-Ša reveals that Sweet Singer symbolizes the white
interpretation of manhood is through the specific situations she has him
operate in. She gives him plot roles that resemble historic white relations
towards Natives, too closely to be coincidental. Firstly, his very status in the
opera is as an outsider, a “gossip boastful stranger,” a “Shoshone, a stranger
in [their] village.” (Zitkala-Ša 132) The motif of a stranger bearing secret ill
intentions and potential harm, taken also with the fact that the Dakotas are
honor-bound to show him hospitality, is easily interpreted as an allusion to
the initial white settlers of America, and to their dealings with Natives ever
since. Notice also the scene where Sweet Singer takes it upon himself to be
a teacher of Sun Dance songs, thinking he has an opportunity to beguile
more Dakotas with his voice. This mirrors a situation more contemporary
and personal for Zitkala-Ša and others of her people: the white man’s
attempt to ‘civilize’ and ‘educate’ Native Americans with his own culture,
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which sounded noble enough but was truly motivated by pride. Over and
over, Sweet Singer is placed in the role not of a proper Dakota brave, but
of an oppressor that echoes white treatment of Natives both in tactic and
motivation. Therefore, while Zitkala-Ša certainly wrote The Sun Dance Opera
to give the Utes some religious freedom, she also used it to subtly assert
Dakota manhood over the conceited masculinity espoused by white America.
In contrast to Zitkala-Ša’s antagonist, Sweet Singer, her protagonist,
Ohiya, is pure-hearted and a paragon of Dakota masculinity. Ohiya displays
true Dakota masculinity through his actions, which are motivated by his
love for Winona and performed with his respect for the Dakota ways. He
proclaims in his duet with Winona that “Love is for valor, not for empty
words” (Zitkala-Ša 132). Afterwards, he follows through on his statement;
he does not reappear until two scenes later because he is busy carving a flute
for Winona, and when he does, it is to serenade her with it. Hafen claims
that in the opera, this serenade was played on “a traditional Native flute
that Raymond [her husband] had given Gertrude [Zitkala-Ša] as a wedding
gift” (104). This deeply personal touch in the opera reinforces that Ohiya’s
upholding of tradition is motivated by both honor and true feeling, which to
Dakota Zitkala-Ša is everything that manhood should be. Ohiya follows the
Dakota courtship traditions with religious dedication, because in his mind,
winning Winona fairly is the only way to win her at all, and the only way she
would approve of. Zitkala-Ša does not give him overmuch dialogue because
she does not need to; it is the youth’s heartfelt acts that display his inner
bravery and ergo his Dakota masculinity, to the acclaim of both Native and
white audiences.
The most profound of Ohiya’s acts is Ohiya’s climactic trial, the Dakota
religious event that Zitkala-Ša centers the entire opera around: the Sun
Dance. The fact that it is Ohiya and not Sweet Singer who actually performs
the Dance, reinforces the association of Ohiya with true, traditional Dakota
masculinity. The Sun Dance is an opportunity for braves to make vows
and seek spiritual aid in fulfilling them, but such favor must be earned—
braves who take it on must dance for five days straight with no food, rest,
or water. At this point in the opera, Utes would then perform the illegalized
Sun Dance itself, which as Murray notes was the high point for a white
audience. “Somewhat ironically,” he writes that Zitkala-Ša makes, for herself
and for the Utes, an opportunity to circumvent white authority “in front of
and also to the acclaim of non-Indian audiences” (76). However, not only
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does Zitkala-Ša use the opera to circumvent white oppression, but as Murray
describes it, she uses it to ‘ghost dance’ around white masculinity with her
own Dakota version.
As it relates to the plot structure of the opera, the grueling Sun Dance
tests Ohiya’s endurance to the utmost, metaphorically representing his
capacity for commitment both to Winona and to the vow he has made to
her. The acts of Ohiya are motivated by honest love and personal valor, and
in keeping with the Dakota male gender role, his fair-won success is how
Winona knows he is worthy of her. When Winona’s father declares, “At the
close of the Sun Dance . . . I shall give my daughter to him who answers my
requirements of a man” (Zitkala-Ša 146), he is not merely referring to the
physical endurance tested by the dance. To him, that physical endurance
only signifies as a manifestation of personal integrity, of Native American
determination and loyalty—in this quote, he may as well be a direct
mouthpiece for Zitkala-Ša. Zitkala-Ša crafts Ohiya to be the perfect Dakota
brave, a marriage of physical strength and strength of character. The moral
stipulations for a male in white culture are comparatively few and shallow,
and Zitkala-Ša makes it clear that she finds this a grave failing, given how
much of Ohiya’s character development revolves around honor.
It is Ohiya’s moral character that, despite the odds, allows Zitkala-Ša
to give him victory, thereby empowering the Native man against the white.
Because Sweet Singer stands for white manhood and Ohiya for Dakota
manhood, the triumph of Ohiya over Sweet Singer is Zitkala-Ša’s assertion
of her culture and people over white domination. On the last day of the
dance, braves have collapsed all around Ohiya, exhausted by Sweet Singer’s
relentless voice, but Ohiya, though he almost falters, finishes the dance on
his feet. Zitkala-Ša did not create an infallible protagonist, but she did create
one who upholds the Dakota definition of manhood: courage, honor, and
determination. This definition is one that Zitkala-Ša has internalized, as
shown in her letters to Carlos Montezuma. Ruth Spack’s analysis of these
letters makes mention of how at one point, when Montezuma claims that
it was the white man’s education that made him successful, “[Zitkala-Ša]
exhorts him to reconsider this view and to recognize that it was his own
character that led to his success.” (Spack, 196) The idea Zitkala-Ša expresses
here, that moral strength leads to victory, was inherited from her Dakota
culture. She makes this personal belief manifest in Ohiya’s triumph: his
virtues, honesty, and courage made him strong enough to succeed over
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Sweet Singer. The plot resolution of The Sun Dance Opera is a demonstration
of the traditional Dakota belief that a man needs strength of soul to perform
true deeds of bravery.
Just as Zitkala-Ša’s protagonist succeeds because of his bravery, her
antagonist is simultaneously damned for his foul play, a kind of karma that
reflects Zitkala-Ša’s pride in Dakota manhood. Because of the sacredness of
the Sun Dance, Zitkala-Ša chose to have Sweet Singer’s justice served to him
then, in the form of the Shoshone Maid that he jilted before the opera began.
Now a witch, the Shoshone maid interrupts the Sun Dance to spirit Sweet
Singer away, as she swore earlier, “With immortal witchery his heart to win
away . . . he’ll die for me that day.” (Zitkala-Ša 149) The perfidious actions
that Sweet Singer makes throughout the opera, motivated as they are by selfaggrandizement, lead directly to his death at the Sun Dance. Through the
timing and method of Sweet Singer’s demise, Zitkala-Ša has effectively made
an example of him and of the white masculinity he symbolizes. Culturally
and in the context of the Opera, the Sun Dance is a religious celebration of
Dakota masculine valor; it is then that the inner man becomes the outer man,
and Sweet Singer’s inner man is damnable. The decision to have it be the
Shoshone maid who kills him is of import as well, for given that Sweet Singer
is symbolic of dominant white masculinity, her revenge on Sweet Singer
belongs not just to her but to any woman or Native American betrayed by a
white man. Because of the symbolism of these characters established in the
opera up to this point, Ohiya’s victory over Sweet Singer is in reality ZitkalaŠa’s conviction that a Dakota man is superior to a white man.
In contrast to Zitkala-Ša’s Dakota values, white American masculinity
only has to do with bravery so far as it can be applied to showing off. In
comparison, Dakota manhood is a profound fusion of bravery and honor,
which culminates in physical deeds but is not defined by them. Zitkala-Ša
upholds the Dakota male gender role by causing the opera’s events to favor
Ohiya and bring justice upon Sweet Singer, because Ohiya is obedient to
that role and Sweet Singer scorns it. In terms of plot structure, it satisfies
Zitkala-Ša’s audience to have Ohiya win, because Sweet Singer thinks only
of protecting and aggrandizing himself, while Ohiya truly loves Winona and
wins her by honor. Therefore, Ohiya becomes Zitkala-Ša’s personification of
the Dakota’s ideal man.
Zitkala-Ša uses The Sun Dance Opera not only to demonstrate Dakota
manhood, but to assert it over white manhood. She turns Sweet Singer
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into a symbol for white masculinity, in that his primary concern is not with
maintaining honor, but with the self-aggrandizing illusion of honor. When
Ohiya triumphs over Sweet Singer, that victory represents the triumph of
male Dakota valor over male white vanity. This subversive tactic is effective
because Zitkala-Ša’s symbol of white masculinity is not white at all, making
it difficult to realize how nationalistic Zitkala-Ša is being in her usage of
that symbol. While Zitkala-Ša was certainly being subversive in writing the
opera in the first place, given the situation with the Utes’ Sun Dance, she was
also being subversive literarily. She declared her conviction that her culture’s
interpretation of manhood is superior to the dominant one, in the face and
under the nose of that dominant culture.
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The Search for
Redemption
How Olaudah Equiano Captivates his
Audience through his Interesting Captivity
Narrative
Emily J. Nichols

Amidst a literary wave of the captivity narrative

genre in early America, Olaudah Equiano writes and publishes his stirring
autobiographical account The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah
Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, in 1791. He skillfully adapts his
unique experiences as a captive and African slave of White people to fit
the conventions of this hybrid American genre—a genre which tells the
redemption story of those (typically White female heroines) taken captive by
Native Americans. Essentially, he writes unfamiliar material in a familiar way.
In doing so, he turns the captivity narrative genre on its head, providing a
potent critique of the prejudice held against the “other”—a prejudice that is
pervasive in the White colonist versus Native American dynamic. This further
serves to undermine the theme of redemption for the captives that so many
American and European readers expect as a result of a captivity narrative.
Thus, Equiano provides an important account that assists his contemporary
readers in navigating a new and more inclusive understanding of the captivity
narrative genre. The captivity narrative genre is advantageous for Equiano’s
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purposes because it is a familiar genre for early American and European
audiences. His readers are well-versed in the Hannah Dustan and Mary
Rowlandson captivity narratives, among others. In fact, these narratives
dominate the literary scene from the late seventeenth century well into the
nineteenth century. The Hannah Dustan narrative alone is examined and
rewritten by multiple authors and Puritan scholars throughout the following
centuries, from Cotton Mather in the late seventeenth century to Henry
David Thoreau in the mid-nineteenth century (Franklin 115–128). Mary
Rowlandson’s captivity narrative is considered to be “the most famous
account of [the] attacks” by the Native Americans against White colonists
during King Philip’s War (Levine 267). Various members of the Puritan clergy,
which possibly includes the distinguished Increase Mather, encouraged
Rowlandson to write down her narrative in order to “find meaning for the
colony in [her] experiences” (Levine 268). Clergymen would find a captivity
narrative like that of Rowlandson to be inspiring and instructive for a
congregation of Puritans faced with hardship. Rowlandson’s story is one
of unwavering faith and meekness—two significant virtues in the Puritan
religion. A century later, she served as a symbol for the Patriots during
the American Revolution, depicted in an illustration with rifle in hand in
defense of her home (268). Despite the radical shift in depiction, the result
is the same. For seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Americans, this is
an inspiring narrative. Whether the reader is a God-fearing Puritan or a
Revolutionary Patriot, he or she is instantly connected to others in the early
colonial community who have experienced hardship. Levine suggests that
“part of the work’s appeal is its connecting an individual’s experience to a
group identity” (268). These ideas of community and shared sentiment are
especially prevalent during Equiano’s time, and the captivity narrative genre
provides the perfect conduit for these ideas. Indeed, the captivity narrative is
well-loved and well-read in America by the time Equiano enters the literary
scene with his Interesting Narrative.
A cornerstone characteristic of the captivity narrative genre is the presence
of contact zones. These are “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and
grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations
of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived
out in many parts of the world today” (Pratt 34). In the captivity narratives,
the contact zones typically take the form of the New England wilderness
frontier populated by both Native American tribes and White European
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colonists. In these contact zones, the helpless White victim is taken captive
by the savage Native American captor—the “other”—during a violent raid
of her town. She witnesses her captors’ foreign rituals that differ significantly
from her own Puritan practices; thus, the captive heavily relies upon the
mercies of God and her own will to survive the horrific scenes before her.
The captive eventually returns home after either escaping, leaving freely, or
being ransomed by her family or town. Her return offers both physical and
spiritual redemption; she physically reunites with her family in her home
and teaches her community about God’s grace in saving her from the terrors
of the pagan natives. In short, the liberated captive regains much of what
she had lost in being taken, most importantly her freedom and a chance at a
normal life.
This concept of redemption plays a crucial role in capturing the audiences
of captivity narratives. Accounts of redemption and liberation after traumatic
experiences evoke sentiment. The readers engaging in captivity narratives
at this time join in a community of sentiment and sympathy—ideals that
are widespread and valued during the Enlightenment. These people read
captivity narratives, like that of Hannah Dustan and Mary Rowlandson, to
feel and share the language of sympathy in regard to the innocent captives.
Sharing these stories provides early American readers with a way to
commiserate as a community over the hardships of the New England colonies.
Equiano effectively adapts his experiences as a black slave to the captivity
narrative genre; it is possible that he is familiar with the genre characteristics
and audience expectations previously mentioned. He uses these widely
accepted features to his advantage, which allows him to turn the genre on its
head and ultimately critique the important concept of redemption. In writing
his own captivity narrative, Equiano assumes the role of the helpless captive in
the hands of the brutal red-faced captors who terrorize their contact zone, the
western coast of Africa. Thus, Equiano becomes the victim. He first establishes
this role change by describing his captors. Just as Dustan and Rowlandson
are taken captive by the Native Americans, often stereotypically referred to
as “red-skins,” Equiano is taken captive by “white men with horrible looks,
red faces, and long hair” (741). He further describes their foreign features in
this way: “Their complexions, too, differing so much from ours, their long
hair, and the language they spoke (which was very different from any I had
ever heard), united to confirm to me in this belief” that “they were going to
kill me” (740). In his first moments with the White men, Equiano focuses
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on their unusual physical features—features that recall to mind the images
of Native Americans in a typical New England captivity narrative. Equiano
goes so far as to describe the horrible appearances of his captors. This ugliness
naturally evokes fear and revulsion, thereby conveying Equiano’s terror and
uniting his audience in Enlightenment sympathy. He turns these White men
into red-faced savages bent on destroying him, not unlike how the Native
Americans are portrayed in the Dustan and Rowlandson narratives. In this
sense, Equiano flips the typical captivity narrative around and creates a new
“other”—a White “other” that previously played the role of helpless victim.
Equiano also draws on the foreign nature of the White captors to cast them
in the role of “other.” This foreignness creates feelings of fear and distrust,
further rallying the audience around him as the victim. He capitalizes on the
White men’s qualities of magic—magic being the unfamiliar, inexplicable, and
even frightening qualities of the things these White men do. This is evident
in his comments concerning various parts of the slave ship. He says, “The
White men had some spell or magic they put in the water when they liked, in
order to stop the vessel. I was exceedingly amazed at this account, and really
thought they were spirits . . . I expected they would sacrifice me” (742). Such
talk of spells, magic, spirits, and human sacrifice echo that of the Dustan and
Rowlandson narratives in regard to the Native Americans. Equiano draws
upon powerful images and emotions as he substitutes the savage paganism
that is so repulsive and terrifying to the white colonists with white magic. He
places himself in a position similar to that of the White colonist captives by
pointing out that the white men “were full of nothing but magical arts” and
“made up of wonders” (744–45). Again, the captivity narrative is popular in
part for its unifying effects over the American colonists; they can all relate
to the fear of a group of Native Americans performing magic rituals at the
expense of their captives, deep in the woods. Audiences bond over these
shared experiences. Equiano generates similar feelings in his readers through
his description of the captors, only now the captors take on the identity of
savage White people. This is yet another way in which Equiano adapts the
captivity narrative genre to his own personal narrative and undermines the
white version of captivity.
Equiano continues to turn the genre on its head by recounting the
relentless cruelty of his White captors, especially towards stereotypically
weaker people. This cruelty is an important marker of the captivity narrative
genre; it elicits strong emotional reactions of sympathy from the audience.
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In response to the original seventeenth century narratives, the audience
emotionally unites over Hannah Dustan’s newborn infant who is bashed
against a tree, and Mary Rowlandson’s six-year-old daughter Sarah who
dies of a wound inflicted by the natives. In Equiano’s narrative, hundreds of
African slaves are shoved down into the lower decks of the white men’s ship
and suffer horrible conditions there. He describes “the filth of the necessary
tubs, into which the children often fell, and were almost suffocated. The
shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered the whole a
scene of horror almost inconceivable” (742). This is just one of many examples
of suffering endured by Equiano and the other captives at the hands of the
cruel whites. He goes on to say, “I feared I should be put to death, the white
people looked and acted, as I thought, in so savage a manner; for I had never
seen among any people such instances of brutal cruelty” (741). The images of
suffering and death of women and children in the slave ships recall similar
images from the Dustan and Rowlandson narratives, as these women
witnessed the death of their children and were separated from their families
for a time. These images, of course, are familiar to Equiano’s audience.
Equiano takes this a step further in his narrative as he discusses families
being separated during the slave trade: “Surely, this is a refinement in cruelty,
which, while it has no advantage to atone for it, thus aggravates distress, and
adds fresh horrors even to the wretchedness of slavery” (744). Suffering
characters and separated families like these cause strong emotional reactions
from the audience because they are typically seen as weaker and more
susceptible, therefore rendering their fate all the more heart-wrenching.
Equiano certainly follows this common pattern of suffering and separation
in the genre. Though he is a male, he writes this part of his narrative from
his memories as a young boy. He emphasizes the cruelty suffered by those
of the physically weaker sex. This perspective underscores the cruelty of the
captors against the weak and defenseless, creating yet another strong move
in the narrative flip against the whites.
Using gender in this way to portray helplessness and innocence
emphasizes the hypocrisy in the white narrative to pacify and Christianize
the Native Americans. The female Dustan and Rowlandson figures evoke
sympathy from their white audiences and therefore justify the colonial
expansion system, including slavery. Wayne Franklin explains, “In New
England, for instance, the majority of the captives (about two-thirds) were
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male, whereas the bulk of the narratives (in about the same proportions)
concerned females” (112). He goes on to say:
Gender, in other words, matters in these tales less for itself . . . than as a proxy
for political disputes between European American and Native American

cultures. The passive, innocent mother/captive may reinforce white values,
but she more importantly serves to present the pacific pretensions of white

society as a whole. By feminizing the very image of white society, she decoys

attention away from the militaristic thrust of European culture into North

America. (112)

The White narrative champions the pacific female figure in the captivity
narrative genre because her suffering seems somehow worse than the
harsh realities of cruelty experienced by the thousands of displaced Native
Americans at the hands of the White colonists. Equiano inverts this White
narrative by writing the black narrative in which the cruelty of the white
men is repeatedly emphasized. He defeminizes the image of whiteness and
exposes the hypocrisy of the slave trade. Black people taken from their native
homes become the pacifistic victims in place of White women taken from
their colonial homes. In Equiano’s narrative, the political dispute shifts from
Native American versus European American to African versus European
American.
Finally, Equiano subverts the captivity narrative genre by examining
the concept of redemption so characteristic of the genre and so emotionally
loaded for an Enlightenment audience. For Dustan, Rowlandson, and other
White captives, this redemption means the freedom to return home to their
living family members after a few months of captivity and to carry on with
life as they did before. This does not discount the horrors of losing children
and other family members, as did Dustan and Rowlandson; it would be
unfair and cruel to ignore their sufferings and the scars that remain from
losing loved ones. Nevertheless, the fact remains that these White captives
return home and experience some form of redemption.
This is not the case for Equiano and the African slave population at large.
He and others like him spend years, even lifetimes, working as slaves in
foreign countries far from home with no hope of returning. The generations
that follow must adopt new homes, cultures, languages, and ways of life
entirely separated from those of their parents and grandparents. Equiano
saves for years to buy his freedom, only to then make a way for himself in
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new lands. He never returns to Africa. He never sees his family again. He
never experiences the redemption that is expected of a liberated captive in
this genre. Unlike the experiences of the White colonist captive, there is no
redemption in going home for the Black captive.
Equiano, therefore, is in a position to critique the idea of redemption in
the captivity narrative. This is perhaps his most powerful move in speaking
to an Enlightenment audience through the captivity narrative genre, and he
does so at the perfect time. Christine Levecq explains that “the spread of
the Enlightenment promoted humanist and liberal ideas such as tolerance
and individual dignity. As a result, by the end of the century, European
racial thought was profoundly unstable, ready to tilt in different directions
depending on the context” (13). In London, where Equiano publishes his
narrative in 1789, the wheels of abolition are already turning. America
is slower on the uptake, but there still exist pockets of abolitionists in
the Northern states at the time of Equiano’s publication. His audience
is primarily ready to receive messages about human equality, especially
through such powerful images as those of shackled African slaves aboard
white trading ships. Indeed, by “incorporating the vocabulary and ideals of
the Enlightenment—particularly the belief that sentiment linked all human
beings and thus provided a basis for universal claims to human rights—
Equiano makes a powerful case for the countless disenfranchised and
exploited workers whose labor fueled the new mercantilism” (Levine 731–
32). By employing all of the characteristics of the captivity narrative genre in
his own narrative, he sends a clear message of the absence of redemption for
many captives.
Equiano also anticipates potential attempts made by abolitionists to
provide forms of redemption for blacks that are simply not feasible. One such
attempt is the colonization movement that occurs later in the eighteen-thirties.
This abolitionist movement supports plans to send African Americans back
to Africa, where they can work and live in their ancestors’ continent. One
abolitionist who advocates for this plan is Benjamin Coates, a Pennsylvania
Quaker who “never wavered in his convictions that a new colony in West
Africa, populated by black Americans, was the best strategy for ending slavery
and giving African Americans a positive new start” (Lapsansky-Werner et
al. 2). Though seemingly well-intentioned and sincere in its precepts, the
colonization movement for African Americans does not account for those
slaves who never called Africa home, nor for people like Equiano who were
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taken as children. In his narrative, Equiano works to convey how completely
impossible this would be. His descriptions of helpless and beaten slaves,
forever stripped of their families and native ways of life, impress in the minds
of readers the incredulity of Coate’s suggestion. Even if Equiano managed to
cross vast physical distances and return home, it never would be the same,
for his sister had been taken and separated from him too (736). For captives
like Dustan and Rowlandson, returning home does mean redemption because
they still have homes and families to return to. They reside in captivity for a
few weeks or months at a time within a few day’s travel of their hometowns.
Black slaves, on the other hand, are divided from their families. They live
in captivity oceans away from their native lands for decades. By the time
abolition comes around, African Americans have vastly different identities
from those of their kinsmen who never left Africa. For displaced Africans
or those born into slavery outside of Africa, redemption cannot come in the
form of going back. It certainly never does for Equiano who, despite his
many world travels as a free man later in life, never returns to Africa (732).
This choice suggests that a physical return to his native land could never
replace the true home and family from which he was taken.
All that can be done to provide redemption for the Black slave like
Equiano is freedom from slavery, but even this is complicated. Americans
during and after Equiano’s time still have to reckon with the repercussions of
slavery in all facets of American life, particularly in American literary works.
In her discussion of American literature, Toni Morrison observes, “Through
significant and underscored omissions, startling contradictions, heavily
nuanced conflicts, through the way writers peopled their work with the signs
and bodies of this presence—one can see that a real or fabricated Africanist
presence was crucial to their sense of Americanness. And it shows” (6). The
captivity narrative genre largely neglects to acknowledge the thousands of
untold captivity stories experienced by people other than New England White
colonists. The White captivity narrative is just one version of the genre in one
small contact zone. Equiano’s narrative brings to light the many unrecorded
captivity narratives that occur in a myriad of contact zones throughout
the Atlantic and the Americas during the slave trade. In this sense, just as
Morrison points out, the Africanist presence is a critical part of developing
the American captivity narrative. Rather than separate the White and Black
captivity narratives in literary studies, as does the century of time between
the Dustan/Rowlandson narratives and Equiano’s narrative, both White
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colonist and Black slave captivity narratives should be studied together in
order to examine the genre in all of its aspects. Though there exists a vacancy
of redemption at the end of the captivity narrative for Black slaves, captivity
narratives like Equiano’s that create deliberate inversions of the White
captivity narrative help fill the vacancy of voice in the genre.
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Siegel, Nyby, and
Lovecraft
Of Humanity, Sanity, and Their Opposites
Kristin Pedersen

Don Siegel’s 1956 film

Invasion of the Body Snatchers brings
up some questions about the human condition: What does it mean to be
human? What makes humans human, and how can humans tell when
something is wrong? The pod people within the film are without emotion,
the most notable being remorse, fear, and even pain. This causes some
disturbance in the mind of Miles Bennell, and, as a result, the audience
watches him slowly drift into the gray area between true sanity and its
opposite. He creates a paranoia in his mind so intense that psychologists in
the film declare him certifiably insane before he can even tell his story. The
paranoia exhibited by Invasion’s protagonist and the transition of Santa Mira
into an inhuman mass of pod people is reminiscent of the feelings created in
other works of fiction before the film’s conception. These “other works” are
two stories written by H. P. Lovecraft and Christian Nyby’s film The Thing
from Another World (1951).
Invasion is an adaptation of these three works, which can be seen by the
way each similarly answers the question “What does it mean to be human?”
Each story gives a different aspect to Invasion, all contributing to the shared
message that these works provide on the connection between emotions and
humanity. The first Lovecraft story, “The Statement of Randolph Carter,”
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connects the protagonists of both works via feelings of hopeless desperation
and motivation. The second story, “The Transition of Juan Romero,” explores
what makes humanity what it is, as well as what happens when that humanity
fades away by supernatural means, much like what happens with the pod
people of Siegel’s film. “Transition” also establishes paranoia in a way that
stretches into Invasion’s protagonists. Invasion’s adaptation points from The
Thing include the paranoia of the military personnel at the base as well as the
descent of Dr. Carrington from being human to someone overtaken by his
own selfish motivations to the point of unfeeling and remorselessness, much
like the transition of Santa Mira as a whole being populated slowly by pod
people.

“The Statement of Randolph Carter”

At the surface, “The Statement of Randolph Carter” and Invasion have very
little in common; however, after a close reading of “Statement,” it becomes
apparent that Randolph and Miles are similar in a few ways, including their
situations and motivations. Miles has been taken to a psychiatric hospital,
where it can be inferred that he will be treated for some mental condition
like paranoid schizophrenia or a manic disorder. He fights his “captors,” the
nurses who have taken him to the psychiatrist’s office to have him evaluated.
Randolph, on the other hand, is in what seems to be an interrogation room.
Having been there for a while, Randolph fights back for, according to Fifer in
his podcast, the nth time while his interrogators refuse to believe him (“The
Statement of Randolph Carter,” 00:00:36–00:00:42). His friend and colleague,
Harley Warren, is dead, and Randolph allegedly killed him. But Randolph
insists that it wasn’t he who killed his friend—it was an unknown creature,
rather, capable of terrible power and commanding “legions” of other
creatures (Lovecraft, “Statement” 47), hidden away in the bottom of a deep
hole in a graveyard that likely leads straight down to Hell.
The settings of these stories are very different, but the motivations
behind the two men telling their stories are eerily similar. Something has
happened. Something happened that no one will ever believe, no matter how
often they tell the tale or what they say to convey its true feeling. The fact that
no one believes their stories makes the plot of each tale feel more desperate,
and that desperation builds into a feeling that the audience associates with
insanity, fear, and paranoia. The hope that someone will believe them turns
into futility and eventually fades into hopeless anxiety, a common theme
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shared between many works of science fiction and horror (Schoblin 34).
Just like Invasion ends with Miles screaming, “You’re next!” on the freeway,
Randolph’s story climaxes with his description of the hellish pit Warren
descended into and the voice growling from the depths, “YOU FOOL,
WARREN IS DEAD!” (Lovecraft, “Statement” 47). The fear and paranoia
that Lovecraft builds throughout Randolph’s tale is comparable to the fear
and paranoia that Siegel uses to increase the intensity of Miles’s inevitable
journey to the mental hospital.
Fear and paranoia are both powerful tools. Fear is concern and worry.
Paranoia is the overarching suspicion and worry that come from fear itself.
Thus, the more powerful of the two—the thing from which paranoia stems—
is fear. Its “demand for its audience’s emotional involvement is great, and
when it strikes, it does so deeply” (Schlobin 27). It has increasingly been
used in film and literature to evoke an emotional response from the target
audience. Miles and Randolph’s intensity makes a strong connection between
Invasion and “Statement.” It shows that Miles and Randolph are the more
emotionally charged characters of their respective stories. Compared to the
pod people of Invasion and Warren of “Statement,” Miles and Randolph are
more connected to themselves and their feelings. Feelings are what makes
humans what they are, and by using fear as a catalyst for other emotions,
both Siegel and Lovecraft succeed in creating desperation, intensity, and, in
Invasion’s case, other emotions like the attachment between Miles and Becky
Driscoll.
Miles is hesitant at first to believe Wilma’s claim that her uncle Ira is, in
fact, not her uncle Ira. Miles watches Ira for a moment, even interviews the
older man, before going back to Wilma. She insists that he is not her uncle,
mainly because the emotion—the “twinkle,” as she calls it—is gone. Thus,
this inhumanity that Wilma sees in the shell of her uncle is invisible. The
difference between the pod people and Miles (as well as the other characters
before their own transitions) “cannot be seen. . . . The essential distinction
between the human and the inhuman moves from the physical to the
metaphysical: humans have feelings; aliens do not” (Badmington 7). Thus,
Miles’s emotion and development of what can be considered a paranoia
throughout Invasion marks him as human. Even his outburst of “You’re
next!” at the end of the film marks him as “not-a-pod-person,” seeing that
he is having an emotional eruption bordering on mental breakdown. This
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outburst can then, since he is showing his emotional state, lead Miles to be
considered human instead of one of the unfeeling pod people.
The same connection happens between Randolph Carter and Harley
Warren, specifically at the beginning of “Statement.” Randolph seems to be
troubled by how infatuated Warren is with “rare books on forbidden subjects”
and a theory claiming that “certain corpses never decay, but rest firm and fat in
their tombs for a thousand years” (Lovecraft, “Statement” 44). Warren doesn’t
seem to care that this might be the end of him, or that it could potentially be
the end of Randolph should he come with Warren to the tomb. Warren shows
no particular emotion until he and Randolph reach the tomb and remove the
slab that rests atop it, even becoming frustrated when Randolph shows a
desire to “accompany [Warren] into those sepulchral depths” (45). His desire
to see what lies within the crypt overcomes his desire for his own safety
and that of his friend. This dark desire overtakes him, showing the audience
what is considered to be the “Lovecraftian paradox,” which is described by
Johnson as “indifferent and (for that very reason) menacing” (109). Warren
lets this indifference override all other emotion until he realizes his mistake
in the midst of the crypt, as he whisper-shrieks into the phone connected
to Randolph, “Carter, it’s terrible—monstrous—unbelievable!” (Lovecraft,
“Statement” 46).

“The Transition of Juan Romero”

Looking at emotion and its role in humanity brings up points present in
another Lovecraftian story, “The Transition of Juan Romero.” Through the
course of his story, the narrator watches Juan transform from a friendly—
or at least quiet—man into a man who runs into a mineshaft, leaving the
narrator alone in the dark with only a glowing ring to keep him company
(Lovecraft, “Transition” 33). Where Miles becomes more frantic and attached
to his friends before they transition to pod people, Juan becomes more erratic
and runs into the darkness, regardless of any danger ahead and regardless
of the unnamed narrator’s position in the mines. Juan loses everything that
makes him human and then dies in an unknown way, similar to Warren’s
implied death in “Statement” (Lovecraft, “Transition” 34; “Statement” 47).
In “Transition,” Juan’s loss of humanity is not as subtle as the transition of
Siegel’s pod people or as focused on emotion as Warren’s lack of humanity at
the beginning of “Statement.” However, the theme is still present, showing
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that emotion as a characteristic of humanity is a commonality between many
science- fiction stories and films.
In Juan’s case, his lack of emotion is sudden. This is something that
Siegel does not take from the story to incorporate into Invasion. Rather, it is
the paranoia that Juan feels, the intense fear of the sound deep in the ground,
that Siegel manages to translate so well into his own story. Siegel translates
this fear of an unknown sound into a fear of an unknown entity that takes
over Miles’s home through the course of Invasion. He puts this fear in Miles
most prominently, as well as in Becky before her own transition into a pod
person. Fear of the unknown and emotional trauma are both themes that
easily transfer from one story to another.
For example, in “Transition,” Juan’s loss makes the superintendent look
into the area where Juan died. Nothing can be found, and no one really
wants to continue the investigation, so he drops the whole thing. But the
narrator says that “a perplexed look occasionally steals over his countenance
as he sits thinking at his desk,” hinting that they still wonder what could
have happened to the man (Lovecraft, “Transition” 34). The death of Juan
Romero shakes everyone to the core, to the point where everyone’s a little
wary about the whole thing. No one knows what happened to Juan, so they
try to explain it away, only to find that they can’t, and now they’re afraid of
what could happen to them. The trauma causes these miners to shift from
going about their business to being afraid for their own well-being.
Miles feels this way as well. He fears falling asleep because he is unsure
what will happen to him. Will he die? Will he ever be able to take control of
his own body again? What will happen to his mind and soul? He never finds
answers to these questions, so he refuses to fall asleep. And when Becky
finally succumbs to sleep and becomes a pod person, the trauma of losing his
love turns Miles into an emotional wreck that runs to the freeway, screaming
at the people driving by. These feelings and experiences transfer well from
“Transition” into Invasion.

The Thing from Another World
The Thing from Another World also shares common elements with
Invasion and its pod people. Even from the beginning of the film, Dr. Arthur
Carrington does not seem to have the same level of emotion as the others
at the North Pole base—characters including Captain Patrick Hendry and
Nikki Nicholson—and proves it throughout the adventure with “the Thing.”
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His most notable contribution to this fact is found at the point in the film
where, in his fight with Captain Hendry, he says, “Knowledge is more
important than life, Captain. We’ve only one excuse for existence: to think,
to find out, to learn! It doesn’t matter what happens to us. Nothing matters
except our thinking” (The Thing). This thought lines up with the pod people’s
lack of emotion exactly: “Love, desire, ambition, faith—without them, life’s
so simple” (Deutsch 307). Without something like emotion to distract pod
people or Dr. Carrington, more can get done.
This idea draws parallels between Invasion and The Thing, making
characters who look human seem less than human. Badmington claims
that the “complete absence of ‘bug-eyed monsters’” makes it necessary for
Siegel specifically to use something like a lack of emotion to describe the pod
people’s alienness (7). Before Siegel used this tool in Invasion, however, Nyby
used it in The Thing.
Nyby uses a lack of emotion in The Thing in a different way than Siegel
uses it. Dr. Carrington is, in all aspects save emotional connection, human.
However, he is more interested in knowledge and power than he is in
connecting with other humans. He admires “the Thing,” saying at one point,
“Its development was not handicapped by emotional or sexual factors” (The
Thing, 00:46:15–00:46:19). Clearly, Dr. Carrington does not hold emotion in
the highest regard, and that makes him a little frightening to the others at the
base. When he begins to propagate “the Thing,” planting pieces of it in his
laboratory and feeding them blood, the rest of the crew begins to fight him.
He claims, in his own defense and in the defense of the monster, that “we
owe it to the brain of our species to stand here and die without destroying a
source of wisdom” (Trushell 81).
The pod people, on the other hand, are strictly alien. They are not human,
though they look so on the outside. However, an interesting parallel is that
they are plant-based, growing in literal seed pods. This is similar to the alien
of The Thing. However, they are working together to take over this world and
show the humans what it’s like to be without emotion and how much they
could accomplish without petty feelings getting in the way. They “work as
they have been ordered,” and that, in turn, is reminiscent of Dr. Carrington’s
view of how “civilization has given us orders” (Ulonska 167; Trushell 81).
This idea of hierarchy implies that there is nothing to be done except to follow
orders and to do what is best for the “greater good,” or the whole population.
However, the idea still feels detached, leading the audience to believe that
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perhaps it is not for the “greater good.” Instead, Dr. Carrington seems to go
about his business for the sake of perpetuating knowledge, power, and logic,
ignoring emotion and feeling altogether. Dr. Carrington and the pod people
share this goal between them.

Emotions and Humanity

Invasion combines aspects of all three stories and claims that logic
and instinct are what makes a creature less human, while emotion and
attachment make it more human. Miles accuses the pod people of being
inhuman. That is true enough, given that the pod people grow out of literal
seed pods and take over people’s minds as those people fall asleep. Bliss
makes the claim that the pod people are “hardly different from those . . . who
haven’t been changed yet” (“His Little Town” 21). They may look human,
both physically and physiologically, but mentally and emotionally, they are
completely different. This can be seen as a turn from humanity in the fact
that they possess “qualities that suggest innocence’s opposite: corruption”
(“His Little Town” 26). The corruption of emotion does not necessarily
make someone inhuman; in fact, Miles eventually becomes corrupted by his
paranoia toward the invasion of the pod people, thereby bordering on being
insane. Randolph also becomes corrupted, consumed with thoughts of what
was in that grave that could have killed Warren. However, the complete
lack of emotional connection that the pod people show is something that
humans do not generally experience. This marks the callousness of the pod
people, of Warren, and of other characters such as Dr. Carrington and the
transitioned Juan Romero as inhuman. They are not necessarily “monsters”
in the traditional sense, but they lack the qualities that most make a person
human. As Schelde puts it so well, “The essence of what it is to be human . . .
is love, the kind of love that makes a man and a woman feel as if they are all
alone in the world, the kind of love that isolates, that stresses individuality
and free will” (101). An example of this love is that of Miles and Becky, as
their romantic love is the only thing that keeps them separate from the body
snatchers. Randolph and Warren also share this feeling, as their platonic love
keeps them close and leaves Randolph feeling helpless and confused when
Warren dies in the crypt.
Going back to the observation that an alien can look like a human without
being human, an audience can see this idea strongly in Dr. Carrington. The
doctor looks to be human, physically. However, he seems to have “fled from
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emotion” altogether, hiding behind professionalism and logic (Bliss, “Two
Aliens” 81). This lack of emotional connection Dr. Carrington has with others
at the North Pole base prompts the rest of the crew to become more on edge,
perhaps even more so than “the Thing” causes them to be. Carrington is not
afraid of “the Thing” as it ravages the base; rather, he has detached himself
from all feeling, letting his obsession with knowledge and the safety of “the
Thing” itself overtake every emotion he could have had before that point.
He even mocks Captain Hendry and the others, saying, “You’re acting like
frightened children” (The Thing 01:06:45–01:06:46). This complete lack of
interest in the crew’s emotional difficulties makes the pod people of Invasion
look like a copy straight from Dr. Carrington’s characteristics.
Logic does not necessarily connote evil. However, the pod people’s
“failing to behave in a certain way” led to their being noticed in the first
place (Badmington 7). It also became obvious that they have no connections
beyond what is absolutely necessary for survival. In doing this, they show
their nature as “fancy parasites,” taking what they need from their human
hosts and removing whatever they do not need, in order to emerge “as
‘itself,’ a monstrous, unconscious animal guided only by almighty instinct”
(Schelde 96).
This “instinct” that Schelde describes is also present within “Transition,”
observed specifically when the narrator sees Juan sprint deeper into the
mines, and later when he sees “shapes, all infinitely distant, [beginning] to
detach themselves from the confusion” that was a blinding light with Juan
inside of it (34). Juan leaves the narrator alone in the mines to follow the
strange sound, and in doing so follows the instinct of whatever is living
inside him and rushes to his death. This is similar to the way the pod people
rush at Miles and Becky in Miles’s work office, failing to realize that Miles
has a syringe full of sleeping medicine prepared for them. Just like Juan
rushes into the darkness, the pod people sent to take care of the two heroes of
Invasion rush to their own incapacitation at the hands of what was previously
an unknown enemy.
The instinct is also present in Dr. Carrington. His instinct is a little different,
however, as there is no alien in him. His instinct comes from protecting the
single thing that he thinks is worth saving, which is “the Thing” itself. In
a way, that makes “the Thing” an anti-emotional parasite, prompting Dr.
Carrington to detach himself from the rest of the base’s population and
move his intentions toward protecting “the Thing” and its offspring. He
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decides that the life of this unknown creature that he hasn’t studied is more
important than the lives of his colleagues, and this becomes the basis for his
being considered inhuman and uncaring. He, like the pod people, becomes
consumed with erroneous ideas about what emotion’s role should be in his
life, and that makes him appear inhuman, or at least less human than the
others with him at the base.
If these everyday, natural emotions and emotional responses are what
define the human condition, what do more extreme emotions and their
respective responses mean when it comes to humanity? In Invasion, Miles
turns from being a mostly logical (while also emotion-prone) human to
one consumed with a deep, almost manic paranoia who runs across the
highway screaming, “You’re next! You’re next!” (The Thing 01:18:06–01:18:11).
Randolph’s story also reaches a point where it feels hysterical when he
describes the voice rising from the crypt that Warren had descended into and
never returned from (Lovecraft, “Statement” 47). Even Juan shows emotion
when he whispers to his narrator friend, “Señor, THAT SOUND! . . . THAT
THROB DOWN IN THE GROUND!” (Lovecraft, “Transition” 32–33). Each
of these characters shows such intense emotion that it is difficult to compare
them to their respective opposites: the pod people, Harley Warren, and posttransition Juan. Does there come a point, however, when all these characters
lose their humanity because of their intensity?
For example, Miles is taken into the mental hospital screaming and
fighting against the men who hold him. He insists that he is telling the truth
and that anyone who does not believe him is in serious danger. This paranoia
that has built up over the course of his story has drawn him into a place
so deep and dark that it can be considered “overstepping” into the realm
of too much emotion, compared with the little-to-no emotion that the pod
people show. His symptoms are comparable to apophenia, which Punter
defines as “the perception of patterns in data otherwise regarded as without
meaning” (185). In other words, he sees what he wants to see. For example,
he sees the patterns of the pod people and starts to compare the hospital staff
to the aliens, and that causes some problems when it comes to the medical
professionals that take him into custody. These professionals become the
“natural” humans, with emotions that stay level as they make sure Miles
doesn’t harm anyone with his supposed craziness.
One can picture Randolph in about the same situation. In the beginning,
it seems that he has been with his interrogators for a while and has told this
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story repeatedly. This becomes apparent because of the annoyed, tired tone
he takes when he offers this introduction to his story:
I repeat to you, gentlemen, that your inquisition is fruitless. Detain me

here forever if you will; confine or execute me if you must have a victim to

propitiate the illusion you call justice; but I can say no more than I have said

already. Everything that I can remember, I have told with perfect candour.

Nothing has been distorted or concealed, and if anything remains vague,
it is only because of the dark cloud which has come over my mind—that

cloud and the nebulous nature of the horrors which brought it upon me.

(Lovecraft, “Statement” 44)

Here, he shows that he is calm and perhaps tired of explaining this to the men
who detain him still. However, as the story reaches its climax, and especially
at the end, Randolph takes on a new tone: a tone full of horror, worry, and
panic as he recalls the voice coming from the depths, saying, “Shall I say
that the voice was deep; hollow; gelatinous; remote; unearthly; inhuman;
disembodied? What shall I say? It was the end of my experience, and is the
end of my story. I heard it, and knew no more” (Lovecraft, “Statement” 47).
His continuous use of adjectives to describe the voice implies terror and
awful recollection, as does the repetition of the word “heard” in the next few
sentences. As he recalls more details about the voice and what happened
before he blacked out, he becomes more terrified and, in the mind of the
reader, less emotionally stable. It could be said that, like Miles, he becomes
erratic, repeating words with more intensity marked by repeated pauses and
using more adjectives to describe the event. This can also be seen in Miles’s
story, as his voice speeds up and gets increasingly louder as he tells his own
story. It is impossible to tell exactly how Randolph conveys his experience,
but it can be read the same way Miles tells his: the loud voice; the quick,
desperate words; and the overuse of adjectives all paint a picture of stress
and paranoia, even to the brink of insanity, because of what they have
experienced.
Juan also shows signs of going insane by the time his end comes. He
leaps from bed in the middle of the night and stares wordlessly at the ring on
the narrator’s hand. They go together, in silence, into the abandoned mine,
and then, as the narrator’s ring begins to glow, Juan bolts into the mineshaft
“with a wild outcry” and continues to shriek in “harsh but impressive
syllables” (Lovecraft, “Transition” 33). Juan’s descent into insanity here is
more obvious than Randolph’s, since Randolph steers clear of unintelligible
76

Fall 2020

words. Miles also mostly stays away from noises and words that no one else
can understand, though by the end he starts trailing off as he gets more and
more frustrated. Juan’s insanity is more monster-based than it is emotionbased; however, the end result—minus his death—is about the same in effect.
He loses his mind due to an outside force, which, to an extent, is comparable
to Miles’s “insanity” in the mental hospital.
While exaggerated emotion obviously contributes to a character’s
outward insanity, it doesn’t necessarily take from their humanity. Instead, the
more extreme outbursts shown by Miles, Randolph, Warren, and Juan make
the audience ask, “What would I do in this situation?” This question prompts
the audience to feel empathy instead of detachment toward the character’s
emotional response, which is the opposite of how most audiences would
react to the emotionless logic of the inhuman portrayals. Siegel, Lovecraft,
and Nyby use emotionlessness in ways that portray inhumanity much better
than built-up emotion finally escaping. The descent into inhumanity is not
always subtle—in Dr. Carrington’s case, he is always emotionally detached
from the rest of the group—but emotion playing an important role in the
meaning and idea of humanity is a powerful message. Siegel’s use of emotion
(or lack thereof) in Invasion of the Body Snatchers feels strongly based on the
way Lovecraft uses emotion in “The Statement of Randolph Carter.” “The
Transition of Juan Romero,” also has many of these elements, including a form
of parasitism that the pod people seem to mimic in their invasion of Earth.
Nyby’s The Thing from Another World is different in many ways; however,
the main theme of emotional connection and its role in making someone
“human” is still present in the way Dr. Carrington is portrayed throughout
the film, making him analogous to the pod people. These ties show that
Invasion is a loose adaptation of these three earlier stories, making it another
example of the differences that make humans what they are compared to
other creatures on the planet. While this is a common theme among many
science fiction films of the 1950s and onward, these stories come together as
a clever way to create and convey emotional response, to make the audience
ask what it is that makes each person human, and to combine old ideas with
new ways to show them through film, fear, and personal reflection.
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Nature in Heaven
and Nature on Earth
Heaven’s Natural World in The Great
Divorce
Joshua Richardson

Principally

renowned

as

a

theological

discussion of what separates those in Heaven from those in Hell, C.S.
Lewis’s The Great Divorce (1945) has produced relatively little scholarship
when compared with his other works (Jeffress and Brown 3). The scholarship
surrounding The Great Divorce (which I will refer to as TGD from now on)
predominantly focuses on free will, with scholars like Mary Bowman, Shari
Cox, and Rachel Coleman writing about the nature of the Fall and the
“realness” of Heaven, which comes as a result of correct choices (choosing
God), and the purely mental state or “unreality” of Hell, which comes as a
result of making incorrect choices (choosing pride).
While these conversations regarding free will are both important and
convincing, there exist major critical gaps in discussing how the natural
world in TGD has meaningful implications for the way we interact with
nature here and now on Earth. If nature is mentioned by TGD scholars, it is
typically in relation to free will and is not the subject of isolated discussion.
Literary eco-scholars like Rhonda Herb have come closest to exploring these
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implications by arguing that Lewis’s “holy intimacy of the natural” is often
intended as an invitation for readers to treat the Earth better (3). Deborah
Klein suggests this was Lewis’s intent in TGD when he contrasts the beauty
of nature in Heaven against the dinginess of cities in Hell (65). These
arguments, however, are few and only briefly mention TGD. Therefore, they
are limited in how they bring TGD into the current conversation surrounding
the implications of Lewis’s use of nature. This paper hopes to fill those gaps.
As an allegorical work that heavily involves nature in the progression of its
characters, TGD shows that nature has dominion over those that seek to
destroy it but not over those who learn to love it, while also arguing that
man-made technology is ultimately more oppressive than nature.
Because TGD is allegorical, it is difficult to map parallels between
Heaven’s transcendent world and the Earth’s natural world. Further
difficulties arise when one considers that none of the characters either living
in Heaven (the angels or the solid people) or visiting Heaven (the ghosts)
are human. Therefore, these characters interact differently with nature than
humans would. However, Lewis’s own disclaimer that “the trans-mortal
conditions [in TGD] are solely an imaginative supposal, they are not even a
guess or a speculation at what may actually await us” and his wish not “to
arouse factual curiosity about the details of the after-world” do not exclude an
examination of how TGD’s natural world informs aspects of our relationship
with the natural world on Earth (1). Rather, Lewis’s primary concern is that
readers will mistakenly take his description of Heaven as a literal reflection
of Heaven’s appearance instead of an allegorical one. But of this allegorical
Heaven, Michael Edwards notes, “Lewis’s first concern . . . is to imagine
heaven by re-imagining the world ‘as it is’; to discover the invisible not
behind but within the visible” (108). Therefore, even though Lewis’s Heaven
is an imagined recreation of the world we now live in, Heaven and the
beings that live there still carry significant and visible implications for our
relationship with nature on Earth.
Like Lewis’s imagined Heaven, his imagined Hell also provides
important implications, but in a different way. With its crowded towns filled
with buildings and streets, Hell sacrifices nearly all of its natural landscape
in exchange for man-made creations (Lewis 9). In this sense, while Heaven
is the world re-imagined by Lewis “‘as it is,’” as Edwards suggests, then
Hell must be the world re-imagined by Lewis as he hopes it will never be.
Indeed, both Heaven and Hell host battles between human nature and
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the non-human natural world, but each battle has different outcomes. It is
because of these differences that Lewis’s imagined Hell similarly carries
significant implications for our relationship with the Earth.
Finally, while Lewis’s main goal for writing TGD was most likely to
help people come closer to God, this essay will rarely mention God in its
discussion of the natural world on Earth. While acknowledging that Lewis
believed nature to be representative of the divine and “suggested we focus
on experiencing God’s immanence on Earth, expressed through nature’s
beauty” as an “‘indispensable initiation into a higher world,” this essay
seeks to explore nature as an isolated subject, something that has not been
done by most Lewis scholars (Herb 11). This may seem sacrilegious to some
Lewis scholars, but by isolating nature from God, if only briefly, we obtain a
better vision of how nature relates to humanity on an individual level, thus
encouraging the individual to treat the Earth better, regardless of their beliefs.

Is Nature Dangerous or Hospitable?

Just reading the first few chapters of TGD may lead the reader to believe
that nature is cruelly indifferent and inhospitable towards all beings. For
example, as the bus carrying the ghosts emerges out of Hell and approaches
Heaven, the ghosts experience what the narrator initially describes as a
“cruel light” (17) and later as “the threat—of sunrise” (23). Regardless of
their discomfort, however, the “cruel light” does not adapt itself in order to
provide greater comfort to the new visitors. Indeed, nature’s lack of change
in the face of the ghosts’ clear physical discomfort seems evidence enough
of its indifference at the earliest moments of their arrival. Then, that same
nature, which caused only slight discomfort moments before with its bright
light, suddenly causes the ghosts even greater physical pain as they begin
to interact with Heaven’s natural world first-hand rather than from the
window of a bus. In rapid succession, the narrator “los[es] most of the skin
of [his] hands” after he repeatedly fails to pluck a dandelion which had a
stalk that “wouldn’t break”; his heart nearly cracks with effort when he tries
to lift a leaf that is “heavier than a sack of coal” (21); he suffers extreme pain
when he walks on grass that is as “hard as diamonds” to his “unsubstantial
feet” (25); and, finally, his shins are badly bruised by the “flakes or islands
of foam” of a solid river that “came swirling down towards [him] . . . like
stones if [he] did not get out of their way” (45). In these instances, the
narrator understandably begins to perceive the natural world not only as
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indifferent to his suffering, but dangerous to his health—indifferent in its
unyieldingness and dangerous in its potential to harm him. Interestingly,
these perceived notions of an indifferent and harmful natural world stem
from strings of negative encounters that are fueled by fear.
Despite his belief that nature is largely inhospitable, the narrator has brief
moments of appreciation for certain aspects of nature as he spends more time
in it. When he first steps off the bus he says, “[t]he light and coolness that
drenched me were like those of summer morning, early morning a minute or
two before the sunrise” (19–20). Later, as he explores the river on his own he
says, “The cool smooth skin of the bright water was delicious to my feet and
I walked on it for about an hour” (45). However, each of these experiences
is fleeting. The refreshing character of the sunrise is quickly replaced by a
feeling of fear from being outside in such a large, exposed place (20), and the
coolness of the river is quickly forgotten as its rock-like foam crashes against
his shins (45). Interestingly, in spite of the pain he feels, the narrator is in awe
of the grandeur of Heaven’s natural world; and in those few moments of awe,
nature’s refreshing hold on the narrator is enough to momentarily extinguish
any fear. However, being alone and without an angel’s understanding of
how to retain that appreciation through personal change, the narrator allows
fear to replace awe.
In addition to his fleeting appreciation, the narrator’s developing
belief that nature is indifferent and harmful is further fortified through his
interaction with other ghosts. Not trusting the stability and longevity of the
current sunny weather, one ghost says to the narrator, “I never saw one of
those bright mornings that didn’t turn to rain later on. And, by gum, when
it does rain here! Ah, you hadn’t thought of that? It hadn’t occurred to you
that with the sort of water they have here every raindrop will make a hole
in you, like a machine-gun bullet” (56). For this “Hard-Bitten Ghost,” the
weather is nothing but unpredictable, potentially dangerous, and oblivious
to his own actions. What is interesting is how quickly the narrator believes
the other ghost’s view on the danger of nature: “What the Hard-Bitten Ghost
had said about the rain was clearly true. Even a shower of dew-drops from
a branch might tear me in pieces. I had not thought of this before. I gazed
around on the trees, the flowers, and the talking cataract: They had begun
to look unbearably sinister” (58). Based on how quickly the narrator accepts
the Hard-Bitten Ghost’s analysis, and how adamant the Hard-Bitten Ghost
is, it seems as if all ghosts are more inclined to fear nature than to love it.
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This inclination, predicated on both actual experience and the possibility that
nature could get nastier, is fueled by interaction with others who share the
same unfamiliarity with the new natural world of Heaven. Consequently, the
narrator is left “feeling as miserable as [he] ever felt in [his] life” in the face of
nature’s unpredictability and danger (57). It is a combination of experience,
fear, and interaction with others that leads the narrator, and many of the
other ghosts visiting Heaven, to believe even more adamantly that nature is
cruelly indifferent towards them.
While the ghosts believe nature to be cruelly indifferent, the angels
interact with nature without any pain. As the angels first approach the
ghosts, “[t]he earth [shakes] under their tread as their strong feet [sink] into
the wet turf. A tiny haze and a sweet smell [go] up where they [have] crushed
the grass and scattered the dew” (23). The grass that had been as hard as
diamonds for the ghosts is easily crushed under the angels’ feet. If the angels
mention nature at all throughout the rest of the book, they do so to help
the ghosts to understand it—they never complain of it. For the ghosts, the
natural world is dangerous and the focus of their pain; for the angels, nature
is hospitable and, as we’ll see later, something they love.

Does Nature Have Dominion Over Humans?
Or Do Humans Have Dominion Over Nature?

For Lewis, human dominion over nature likely meant harmonious
stewardship—not tyranny. As M.J. Gilmour argues, Lewis, as a Christian
and theologian, was influenced in his understanding of dominion through
his study of the Bible (62). Genesis 1 records, “God said . . . let [man] have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the
cattle, and over all the earth” (The King James Version Bible, Gen. 1.26). As
a stand-alone verse, it sounds as if humans are meant to be unrestrained
tyrants over the natural world. However, the Creation story continues
in Genesis 2 as we read, “And the Lord God took the man, and put him
into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it” (Gen. 2.15). Explaining
the relationship between these two verses, Gilmour writes, “The beautiful,
irenic vision of Genesis 2, poetically enacts the rule assigned to humans in
Genesis 1. It explains what dominion means for [Lewis]. Humanity has the
capacity to realize peaceful coexistence [with nature]” (62). Lewis’s Christian
and theological scholarship provide support to Gilmour’s claim. Indeed, it
is likely Lewis would agree with the following definition of dominion posed
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by Clause Westerhamm: “‘Dominion’ is . . . the full responsibility of the ruler
for the welfare of the people and country entrusted to him” (98). As Gilmour
points out, Lewis’s belief in this biblical notion of peaceful coexistence and
divine stewardship is evidenced in other works like the Chronicles of Narnia
where Aslan places four human children in charge of protecting all the animals
of Narnia (69). Indeed, Lewis believed humans had a right to dominion over
nature, but he also believed that proper dominion was to love and care for
nature, not to destroy it (Herb 10).
For the purposes of discussing nature’s dominion over humans, we will
define nature’s dominion as the discomfort and disharmony the natural
world causes humans who fail to gain proper stewardship over it. This is
also a biblical idea; when Adam and Eve were removed from the Garden of
Eden, we could say that the natural world had dominion over them, thus
causing them great discomfort. Similar discomforts prevail in TGD. Indeed,
it often appears nature has total dominion over the ghosts because of how
much discomfort the ghosts are in, and the angels have total dominion over
nature because they are able to live harmoniously with it.
Despite their differing circumstances, ghosts and angels share one
similarity: neither group desires to feel pain from nature. For the ghosts,
this is obvious through both their physical reactions to nature and their
subsequent complaints, as discussed under the previous heading. The
angels’ equal, if not greater, eagerness to overcome nature’s pain is reflected
in their persistent effort to help the ghosts overcome their pain; phrases like
“It will hurt at first, until your feet are hardened” recur throughout the book
(39). The persistence of the angels in trying to help the ghosts overcome their
pain reflects their empathy for the ghosts’ discomfort, and this empathy and
understanding open a window into their past; at some point, each of the
angels found nature discomforting, and each of them had to learn how to
overcome that pain. Neither ghost nor angel wants to feel pain from nature.
Although both ghosts and angels strive to overcome these pains by
achieving dominion over nature, dominion takes on a drastically different
meaning for the ghosts. In their assumption that Heaven’s nature is both
indifferent and dangerous, many of the ghosts are eager to remove any
potential threat it poses. The narrator’s personal mentor, an angel named
George McDonald, says of these ghosts, “there were tub-thumping ghosts
who in thin, bat-like voices urged the blessed spirits to . . . tear down the
mountains with their hands. . . . There were planning ghosts who implored
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them to dam the river, cut down the trees, kill the animals, build a mountain
railway, smooth out the horrible grass and moss and heather with asphalt”
(80–81). Evidently, the ghosts’ first reaction upon encountering Heaven’s
uncomfortable natural world is to either change or destroy it.
The ghosts’ immediate and violent reaction to Heaven’s unfamiliar
natural setting is not a new concept. In fact, McDonald’s description is a
near reworded copy of verse that John Milton wrote, several hundred
years before Lewis was born, in his epic poem Paradise Lost. Milton writes
of Satan and his followers who, having recently fallen from Heaven and
arrived in Hell, immediately begin looking for ways to strip the ground of its
resources, hoping to gain dominion over their new world: “Thither wing’d
with speed / A numerous Brigad hasten’d” and “Ransack’d the Center, and
with impious hands / Rifl’d the bowels of thir mother Earth / For Treasures
better hid” (lines 674–75, 686–88). Both Milton’s fallen angels and Lewis’s
ghosts believe the only way to gain total dominion over nature is to defeat it
with violence. The fact that both Milton and Lewis wrote about the human
impulse to destroy nature, even though these two writers lived hundreds of
years apart, proves the relevancy of this ongoing debate today. Clearly, both
authors observed how humans mistreated their stewardship over the Earth.
The dominion Milton’s fallen angels and Lewis’s ghosts seek is not the ideal
dominion the authors had imagined or knew possible.
While Milton’s angels and Lewis’s ghosts believe dominion over nature
is violently earned, the angels living in Heaven’s natural world believe that
overcoming the discomforts of Heaven’s natural world occurs by changing
the individual—not nature itself. When another ghost expresses pain from
walking on those “horrible spikes” of grass, another angel says, “’Oh, that!
That’ll soon come right . . . You can lean on me all the way. I can’t absolutely
carry you, but you need have almost no weight on your own feet: and it will
hurt less at every step” (60). This angel’s promise is that, with assistance,
personal transformation is possible. In this formula, nature is not changed,
but the individual is changed and adapted to nature. Interestingly, when the
angels tell the ghosts that it is possible to change themselves to acclimate to
nature rather than change or destroy it, a majority of the ghosts hurriedly
dismiss such propositions. For the ghosts, it appears easier to change Heaven’s
nature rather than change themselves.
The angels’ approach to dominion over nature is so unsavory to the
ghosts, in fact, that only one ghost accepts the invitation to change himself
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and adapt to Heaven’s natural world. Nevertheless, this ghost is still
reluctant. Knowing the lizard on his shoulder—which represents his lustful
inclinations (114)—is the reason Heaven’s natural world is so uncomfortable
for him, but also acknowledging how deeply it is embedded in his character,
the Ghost rightly presumes the Angel’s suggested transformation will be
difficult and painful. Indeed, it is this potent fear of the pain accompanying
change that leads many of his fellow ghosts to flee Heaven rather than
adapt to it. For the ghosts, fear repeatedly prevents personal change and
cuts short the development of a harmonious coexistence between the ghosts
and nature. Thus, nature’s potential to comfort the ghosts is overshadowed
by their fantasy of its demise. By overcoming his fear of change, the Ghost
finally accepts the Angel’s assistance and allows the Angel to burn the lizard
off his shoulder, starting his transformation. “Then I saw,” says the narrator,
observing the Ghost’s transformation, “unmistakably solid but growing
every moment solider, the upper arm and the should of a man. Then, brighter
still and stronger, the legs and hands. The neck and golden head materialized
while I watched . . . an immense man . . . not much smaller than the Angel”
(111). On a magnificent stallion, which had once been the Ghost’s lizard, the
Ghost-turned-angel now rides effortlessly over the grass that had previously
caused him to limp from pain. The Ghost allowed himself to be changed in
order to gain dominion over, and harmony with, nature. While dominion
over nature for the ghosts comes through changing or destroying nature,
dominion over nature for the angels comes through altering themselves to
learn to live peaceably with nature.
Although this Ghost with the lizard’s transformation is a powerful
description of what the angels call dominion, TGD’s most powerful portrayal
of dominion over nature comes during a single moment when the narrator
simply records the Earth’s reaction to the transformation of the Ghost with a
Lizard. As the Ghost transforms into an angel and rides off towards a large
mountain, the speaker records that “the whole plain and forest were shaking
with sound . . . I knew it was not the Solid people singing. It was the voice of
the earth . . . that came from all directions at once” (113). And these are the
words that the nature sings:
Share my rest and splendor till all natures that were your enemies become

slaves to dance before you and backs for you to ride, and firmness for your

feet to rest on . . . the strengths that once opposed your will shall be obedient

fire in your blood and heavenly thunder in your voice. Overcome us that, so
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overcome, we may be ourselves: we desire the beginning of your reign as

we desire dawn and dew, wetness at the birth of light. (113)

Interestingly, nature admits its dominion over the ghosts if they choose not
to transform. However, nature quickly stipulates that it does not prefer this
form of dominion. Rather, nature clearly proclaims its wish to be ruled by the
transformed, while simultaneously and heavily promoting the benefits that
await the ghosts should they choose to change.
Although TGD claims humans are to have dominion over nature, it clearly
argues that to destroy nature is not the correct application of dominion. Herb
was correct when she said, “One of the great myths that Lewis worked to
dispel is the notion that the Earth is ours to destroy . . . [h]umanity has the
power to make Earth more in the nature of . . . Heaven, depending on our
treatment of the planet” (10). Indeed, TGD argues that humans gain their
rightful dominion over nature by changing their understanding of nature.
Like the narrator, humans’ fear of nature is what gives nature dominion over
them, though such dominion is unnatural. And so, as long as the fear of
nature exists in the ghosts, nature retains its dominion over them, and they
miss out on possibilities of living in harmony with it. Obviously, the book
isn’t arguing that we can survive in the cold by simply changing how we
think of it, but it is saying that by changing our approach to nature, our fear
of it diminishes and we are able to enjoy the “delicious” and “cool” water
and sun in ways that aren’t fleeting, but enduring. The narrator’s view of
nature as “cruel” and indifferent changes into a respect and understanding
of it as he learns more about his environment. Replacing fear of nature
with understanding shifts the dominion from nature to the human, the true
intended state of being, according to TGD.
As humans claim dominion over nature by changing themselves, not only
do humans and nature grow to love each other, but nature is finally allowed
to “become itself.” Upon the magnificent processional arrival of Sarah
Smith—an angel of great importance in Heaven but relatively unknown on
Earth—the narrator immediately notices the large crowds of animals that
accompany her and says to his teacher: “And how . . . but hullo! What are
all these animals? A cat—two cats—dozens of cats. And all these dogs . . .
why I can’t count them. And the birds. And the horses” (120). His teacher
replies, “Every beast and bird that came near her had its place in her love. In
her they became themselves” (120). Because Sarah Smith was so willing to
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understand and love nature rather than fear and destroy it, nature in turn
“loved” her. Surely the love these animals have for Sarah Smith represents
nature’s ability to awe us when we take time to notice it. More than that,
Sarah Smith’s love for nature appears to have freed these animals from a
role they did not wish to fill. In other words, these creatures were not able
to be what they were meant to be until they were loved by a human. In this
light, the word “dominion” seems out of place. Indeed, the dominion Sarah
Smith exhibits over these animals is not at all how we imagined it would
be. There is no control, degradation, manipulation, or force; rather, there is
mutual love and appreciation which empowers both parties. This is the sort
of dominion the angels promise the ghosts if they will abandon their fear and
change themselves.

What Oppresses Humans More: Nature or
Man-made Creations?

But what of those ghosts that decide to return to Hell, like the lady who,
soon after stepping out of the bus into nature, quickly darts back to the bus,
shouting, “‘I don’t like it! I don’t like it!’” (22)? In their minds, nature has
dominion and is certainly more oppressive than the land they’ll return to,
and no angel can convince them otherwise. The narrator’s teacher claims
that “[t]here is always something they insist on keeping even at the price
of misery” (71). But however miserable they were in Hell, it appears that
the ghosts often are more miserable in Heaven. So, what is it that the ghosts
think they have in Hell that is less awful than the pain they are experiencing
in Heaven, and are they right?
The answer lies in comparing the personal improvement Heaven’s
nature provokes (even demands) in its inhabitants and the isolation Hell’s
man-made technology promotes in its inhabitants. As the narrator walks
the streets of Hell, he observes “dingy lodging houses, small tobacconists,
hoardings from which posters hung in rags, windowless warehouses, goods
stations without trains” (1) in a “grey town” (8) that was later described by
another ghost to be a “pigsty” (9). The houses in the “grey town” are built
by the ghosts on the edge of town in an attempt to remove themselves far
away from other ghosts (10), which creates for them a “feeling of safety,”
even though their homes are never able to keep out all the rain (14). For
the ghosts in Hell, man-made technology is not high quality, but it is an
important way to separate themselves from interaction with other beings.
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Interestingly enough, as the narrator flies away from the “grey town” on the
bus headed to Heaven, he notices that “fields, rivers, or mountains I did not
see, and I got the impression that the grey town still filled the whole field of
vision” (9). With the exception of the rain, there is no nature in Hell. Lacking
any natural world, the ghosts have opportunities to isolate themselves in a
way that keeps them focused entirely on themselves and not on others. The
interaction a ghost needs to transform and adapt to Heaven’s natural world
is void in Hell. Correspondingly, Hell’s inhabitants are largely displeased
with their living conditions and the entrapment they feel in that “‘deuce
of a town’”—something they seem to have quickly forget upon arriving
in Heaven (9). Indeed, the shock of an angel urging the ghosts to heed its
words (interaction much beyond the social scope of their normal isolation)
and to change themselves in order to find true comfort (change they have not
attempted since arriving in Hell, or perhaps longer) is uncomfortable. And
so, suddenly, those crumbling homes in Hell, the complete absence of nature,
and their total isolation appears the more attractive alternative to the ghosts.
On the other hand, the natural world in Heaven may physically hurt
the ghosts, but it offers freedom that man-made technology could not offer
on its own. Upon arriving in Heaven and seeing nature that seems larger
than the solar system, the narrator says, “It gave me a feeling of freedom,
but also of exposure, possibly of danger, which continued to accompany me
through all that followed” (20). Those feelings of vulnerability and freedom
are exactly what the man-made structures of Hell do not offer its inhabitants
but what the natural world in Heaven offers in rich abundance. While nature
is indeed uncomfortable for the ghosts who are visiting, at least the large
expanse of nature feels more like freedom than the confinement of the dingy
town. Nature may seem daunting to those that are afraid of it, and even to
those who experience it, but it is this exposure to discomfort that invites a
choice between progression and stagnation to be made. One cannot live in
nature and survive without changing something; one can live in man-made
creations and survive without nature, but there will be no progression, no
vulnerability—only “misery” (71).
This awareness, however vague it may be, of their misery in Hell among
their man-made creations is evident in one ghost’s attempt to retrieve an
apple from Heaven and bring it back to Hell. After struggling for an hour
to reach the apple tree, constantly looking around because he is “haunted
by the terror of discovery,” and being knocked unconscious for a time when
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an apple falls on him, the Ghost finds an apple that is small enough for him
to carry. The narrator observed, “I saw him rise staggering to his feet . . . [h]
e was lame from his hurts . . . [y]et even so, inch by inch . . . he set out . . .
carrying his torture” (49). Despite being incredibly hurt by nature, this ghost
still struggled to carry a small piece of nature with him back to Hell, as if
he needed it so badly that his life depended on it. It is at this moment, if we
haven’t picked up on it already, that we learn that Hell, or man-made things,
cannot give us everything that nature can.
Additionally, in this lesson with the apple, we learn that we cannot
accept all that nature has to offer if we are too entrapped in the world. This
is represented by the weight of the apple. The natural world is difficult to
appreciate, even a burden, if we are not able to change ourselves in a way
that helps us understand it better. That is why, after observing the Ghost in
his struggle, a nearby waterfall said to him, “‘Put it down. You cannot take it
back. There is not room for it in Hell. Stay here and learn to eat such apples.
The very leaves and the blades of grass in the wood will delight to teach you’”
(49). Unfortunately, the Ghost either doesn’t hear or chooses not to listen and
continues his painful and unnecessary struggle to carry the heavy apple back
to the bus. Despite the Ghost’s disregard for the Waterfall’s counsel, however,
we learn that nature is instructive from its invitation to free ourselves from
the trappings of a burdensome man-made world.
Although Heaven’s natural world initially seems more oppressive
to the ghosts than Hell, its ability to provoke vulnerability and personal
improvement makes it significantly less oppressive than the man-made and
stagnating creations of Hell. Furthermore, the ghosts’ pain caused by the
natural world is not permanent, but the isolation of man-made technologies,
if the ghosts choose to remain in Hell, offers nothing but unending misery.
On this point, Herb focuses on the journey to God and says, “The ultimate
journey to God takes mankind ‘further into the mountains,’ and away from
cities and anything man-made” (11). In addition to leading us to God, the
ultimate journey to simply improve as human beings also lies in finding
moments to step away from anything that is man-made.

Conclusion

While scholarship has done an excellent job of dissecting free will in
TGD, much is yet to be explored with regards to its profound implications on
the interaction between humans and the natural world or the oppressiveness
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of certain man-made technology and ideologies. Such an investigation is
important to Lewis-scholars who are interested in Lewis’s use of nature but
have not yet looked to TGD as a source, as well as to anyone who admires
Lewis and desires to have a better understanding of and relationship with
nature. From the dynamic and often contrasting interactions of that of Heaven
and that of Hell, Lewis shares these important ideas: nature provides comfort
to those willing to experience it and discomfort to those who aren’t; nature is
meant to exist harmoniously with humans, not be destroyed by them; those
who seek to live in harmony with nature understand its potential to comfort
instead of fearing it; and, lastly, nature invites freedom from man-made
technologies’ isolations.
Scholars should not be afraid that the allegorical nature of the text and
its Christian messages will prevent meaningful exploration of TGD as an
eco-text. The lessons gleaned from TGD are not allegorical but are important
fruits of an allegorical story. Lewis’s blend of Christian theology and nature
theory only speaks to his profound ability to replicate and revise older
classic texts into his own, powerful words. Indeed, when one angel tells a
ghost, “‘You painted on earth . . . because you caught glimpses of Heaven in
the earthly landscape,” it reflects Lewis’s ability to use familiar messages to
paint TGD’s Heavenly landscapes (83). It is in creating such a landscape that
Lewis is able to offer us new glimpses into humankind’s relationship with
Earth in profound ways.
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"Men Were Deceivers
Ever"
Deceptive Appearances in Much Ado About
Nothing
Shelby Shipley

Shakespeare’s

comedic play

Much Ado About Nothing
is made up of two main love plots: Benedick and Beatrice, and Claudio
and Hero. The two plots have several things in common, including the role
deception plays in bringing the couples together. There are several instances
of deception throughout the play, and these deceptions are ultimately the
foundation for both of these relationships. Benedick and Beatrice are deceived
through Don Pedro’s plan to have the two of them fall in love; Claudio is first
deceived by Don John at the masque and again by Don John and Borachio’s
plan to thwart Claudio and Hero’s approaching wedding. These deceptions
not only bring together one pair and drive apart the other, but through the
characters’ reactions to the deceit, their true natures are revealed to the
audience. As Benedick, Beatrice, and Claudio are all deceived, the audience
becomes aware of the masks each of them wears, and by noting their reaction
to the false information, the audience’s perception and understanding of the
characters are challenged.
As spectators of the play, the audience is present and acts as an
eavesdropper during the planning of each deception, which puts them in
a position of power. In Act 2 Scene 1, the audience is present as Don Pedro
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proposes his plan to bring Beatrice and Benedick together to Claudio,
Leonato, and Hero. They are also present during the following scene to
hear Don John and Borachio’s plan to tear apart Hero and Claudio. The
audience feels as though they are “in the know” because they know who
the deceiver is and who is being deceived. In the article “Spectatorship in/
of Much Ado About Nothing,” Nova Myhill argues that the audience actually
becomes an eavesdropper just as Benedick, Beatrice, and Claudio do. She
says, “The theater audience’s assumption of its own privileged position as
eavesdropper is undercut by the frequency with which the play’s characters
are deceived by their assumptions that eavesdropping offers unproblematic
access to truth” (Myhill 292). However, not only is this position of privilege
challenged by having the audience become eavesdroppers and then by
challenging the assumption of eavesdropping being a way to access truth,
but also because the assumptions and perceived knowledge the audience
has about the characters is challenged.
The audience’s assumptions begin to be challenged by the first major
deception of the play: Don Pedro’s plan to make Benedick and Beatrice
fall in love with each other. For this deception to work, there must be a
secondary deception. As Benedick and Beatrice are being deceived by their
friends, this secondary deception is revealed, and the audience gains a more
complete picture of each character. Richard Henze’s article “Deception in
Much Ado About Nothing” helps to identify what Don Pedro’s deceit reveals
about Benedick and Beatrice. Henze says, “One major, proper deception in
Much Ado, that of Benedick and Beatrice by Don Pedro and his friends, is
pleasantly designed to end another deception, the pretense of Benedick and
Beatrice that each is the last person the other would marry” (Henze 188). Not
only is this deception designed to serve these two purposes, but it also must
end the deception that neither of them wishes to ever be married.
There are many instances where Beatrice appears to have a disdain for
marriage and claims to believe that she will never enter into such a union.
She says, “I had rather hear a dog bark at a crow, than a man / swear he
loves me,” implies there is no man for her by saying “He that hath a beard
is more than a youth, and he that hath / no beard is less than a man; and is
that is more than / a youth is not for me, and he that is less than a man, I /
am not for him,” and claims that she will not marry until “God make men
of some metal other than earth” (Shakespeare 1.1.125–126, 2.1.31–34, 2.1.52).
These statements, however, are revealed to be a form of self-deception. This
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particular deceptive mask begins to slip during the masquing scene. After
aiding Don Pedro in bringing together Claudio and Hero, Beatrice says, “thus
goes everyone / to the world but I, and I am sunburnt. I may sit in a / corner
and cry ‘Hey ho for a husband’” (Shakespeare 2.1.292–294). Henze claims
that in saying this, Beatrice reveals that she too wishes to find a husband and
be married; however, “Beatrice, like Petruchio’s Kate, is willing enough to be
caught, but self-protective enough to avoid the shame of rejection” (Henze
189).
Not only are Beatrice’s feelings toward marriage challenged in this
scene, but so are her feelings toward Benedick. Don Pedro tells her that she
“[has] lost the heart of Signor Benedick,” to which she responds, “Indeed, my
lord, he lent it me awhile, and I / gave him use for it, a double heart for his
single one” (Shakespeare 2.1.255–558). In the third series Arden Edition of
Much Ado About Nothing, the footnote for these lines suggests this could be
referring to a past romantic disappointment between Benedick and Beatrice.
Beatrice’s attempt to deceive the audience into believing that Benedick is
the last person she could ever fall in love with is upended because Beatrice
giving Benedick a “double heart” suggests that not only could Beatrice fall
in love with Benedick, but that she already has once before. This is further
supported by her reaction upon learning of Benedick’s feelings toward her.
After Hero and Ursula leave, Beatrice says, “Benedick, love on, I will requite
thee, / Taming my wild heart to thy loving hand / If thou dost love, my
kindness shall incite thee” (Shakespeare 3.1.111–113). Beatrice immediately
chooses to return Benedick’s feelings because she already loves him, and so
the deceptive mask that she could never find a man suited for her is discarded.
Like Beatrice, Benedick also appears to disdain marriage, and believes
that he will love none. He says, “I could find in my heart that I had not a hard
heart, for / truly I love none” and claims, “I will not be sworn but love may
transform me to an oyster, but / I’ll take my oath on it, till he have made an
oyster of me / he shall never make me such a fool” (Shakespeare 1.1.120–121,
2.3.23–25). Benedick claims that he loves none, and that no woman could
tempt him into love because no one could live up to his standards. He claims
that he would rather look pale “with anger, with sickness, or with hunger, my
/ lord, not with love” (Shakespeare 1.1.233–234). This suggests that Benedick
is attempting to deceive the audience, those around him, and perhaps
even himself into believing he will die a bachelor. Like Beatrice, however,
Benedick’s attempt at deception is upended after he overhears Don Pedro,
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Leonato, and Claudio talking about Beatrice’s supposed feelings for him.
After learning of her love, he says, “They say the lady is fair / - ‘tis a truth,
I can bear them witness. And virtuous - / ‘tis so, I cannot reprove it. And
wise, but for loving me . . . I will be horribly in love with her” (Shakespeare
2.3.222–224, 226). Benedick quickly finds that Beatrice can, in fact, live up to
his standards and tempt him into love. This mask of self-deception and the
belief that he would never marry fall away, and the audience sees Benedick
is ready to commit to love and marriage.
The play then takes steps to upend and challenge the audience’s
expectations for these two characters beyond their feelings about marriage.
Through Beatrice and Benedick’s reactions to Hero’s public shaming, further
truth about their characters is uncovered. In the article “Gender Wars:
Emotion in Much Ado About Nothing,” Thomas J. Sheff explains the specific
literary roles Benedick and Beatrice are meant to fit. Sheff says, “Benedick’s
role conforms to that of the misogynist, the woman-hater, lady-killer; Beatrice
occupies the complementary female role, the shrew who is ‘curst’ with illtemper and hatred of men” (154). In the first few acts of the play, we see
the two of them play the parts of these assigned roles, and as a result, they
conform to the audience’s expectations of how the shrew and misogynist
characters are meant to behave. In the introduction to the Arden Shakespeare
edition to Much Ado About Nothing, Claire McEachern explains how the play
challenges these assumptions. She says, “Benedick and Beatrice are not
merely stereotypes; indeed, the fun of this play is the way in which they
shake off these conventions of misogynist and shrew and reveal them in
the process as inadequate descriptions of human conduct” (McEachern 36).
These roles act as another form of deception, but this time it’s the audience,
rather than the characters, that is being deceived.
Beatrice’s poor attitude toward men and her disdain for marriage, as well
as Benedick’s distrust of women from the opening acts of the play set us up to
believe that they do nothing more than play the shrew and misogynist roles
they have been assigned. However, McEachern suggests that Shakespeare
uses these classical roles of shrew and misogynist as a “demonstration of
the play’s concern with the frequent distance between who people imagine
themselves to be and who they actually are,” rather than with confirmed and
final states of the characters (McEachern 36). Shakespeare draws attention
to this distance between our perception of people and who they truly are,
as McEachern says, by using the classical roles of shrew and misogynist as
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masks that hide their true characters. Though Beatrice appears to be a shrew
through her perceived pride and continual renunciations of marriage, she is
quick to admit they are worth nothing upon hearing Hero and Ursula point
out and exaggerate these faults. She says, “Contempt, farewell; and maiden
pride, adieu; / no glory lives behind the back of such” (Shakespeare 3.1.109–
110). Her shrewishness is further shown to be a deception when Claudio
accuses Hero. Beatrice’s tears for her cousin reveal to the audience that
Beatrice is not ill-tempered and unfeeling, but kind, gentle and wanting the
best for her cousin. The immediacy of Beatrice’s willingness to love Benedick
and her tender feelings for Hero suggest that Beatrice the Shrew is nothing
more than a mask and a deception.
Just as with Beatrice, in the earlier acts of the play, the audience sees
Benedick fall easily into his designated role of misogynist; however, his
actions in the later acts of the play suggest that this role is actually a mask.
In Act 1, he admits to being a slanderer of women, saying, “Would you
have / me speak after my custom, as being a professional tyrant of their
sex?” (Shakespeare 1.159–160). He also claims that he will trust no woman:
“All women shall pardon me. Because I will not do them the / wrong to
mistrust any, I will do myself the right to trust / none. And the fine is—for
the which I may go the finer / —I will live a bachelor” (Shakespeare 1.1.127–
130). These examples help establish Benedick as the misogynist and feed
into this audience’s expectations of him and the designated role. However,
like Beatrice’s role as the shrew, this is a mask that falls away after Hero is
accused and shamed by Count Claudio. Though Benedick has claimed to be
the slanderer of women, he is not the one that ends up being the slanderer
of the play. He claims to never trust women, but then he chooses to trust
Beatrice and Hero when they insist that Hero is innocent and wrongly
accused. Despite Don Pedro, Claudio, and Don John’s “evidence” of
Hero’s unvirtuous behavior, and that all he has is the word of two women,
Benedick tells Beatrice, “Surely I do believe your fair cousin is wronged”
(Shakespeare 4.1.259). When Beatrice tells Benedick to kill Claudio, he is
reluctant at first to challenge his friend, but when Beatrice reaffirms her belief
in Hero’s innocence, he declares, “Enough, I am engaged. I will challenge
him” (Shakespeare 4.1.328). Thus, Benedick the Misogynist is revealed to be
a deception as he shows that he can and does trust and listen to women.
The audience’s assumptions about Beatrice and Benedick as a shrew
and a misogynist are challenged by their relationships with other characters
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and their later assumed marriage. By showing that Benedick is not truly
mistrustful of women and Beatrice is not ill-tempered and against marriage,
Shakespeare challenges the generic roles and the audience’s expectations.
First, Benedick and Beatrice’s masks fall away, and the audience becomes
aware of how they were being deceived by looking at the two lovers in
only the roles they had been assigned. As a result, the audience has their
assumptions about how each character fits into their role challenged.
The second big deception in Much Ado About Nothing comes to light
when Don John’s plan to convince Claudio that his love, Hero, is unvirtuous
and therefore unworthy to be his bride. Just as we see self-deception fall
away in Don Pedro’s deception of Benedick and Beatrice, we can see the
same thing happen to Claudio. As deception drives Claudio and Hero apart,
hidden parts of Claudio are revealed to the audience. The deception framing
Hero, however, is preceded by another deception that takes place in the
masquing scene, which is also essential to understanding Claudio and the
mask he wears. When a messenger at the very beginning of the play first tells
Leonato that Don Pedro arrives with Benedick and Claudio, it is reported
that Claudio “hath borne himself / beyond the promise of his age, doing
in the figure of a / lamb the feats of a lion” (Shakespeare 1.1.13–15). From
his first introduction, the audience is told that Claudio is honorable. We are
similarly told of Claudio’s honor as Beatrice despairs at his keeping company
with Benedick, she says, “O Lord [Benedick] will hang upon [Claudio] like
a disease! / He is sooner caught than the pestilence, and the taker / turns
presently mad. God help the noble Claudio! If he have caught the Benedick,
it will cost him a thousand pound ere ‘a be cured” (Shakespeare 1.1.81–84).
Beatrice believes that Claudio is noble, good, and that if he continues keeping
the company of Benedick, he will be corrupted. The characters in the play, as
well as the audience, are led to believe that Claudio is good and honorable.
However, this mask of nobility quickly is challenged and begins to slip
when Claudio is deceived by Don John at the masque. Don John falsely tells
Claudio that Don Pedro is wooing Hero for himself rather than for Claudio.
Upon hearing this news, Claudio says, “Tis certain so; the prince woos for
himself. / Friendship is constant in all other things / Save in the office and
affairs of love” (Shakespeare 2.1.159–161). Claudio’s willingness to believe
Don John, despite Don John’s lack of evidence, suggests that Claudio is
suspicious and insecure. His fear of being deceived by those he loves allows
him to be more easily deceived by Don John, who wishes to do him harm.
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Similarly, in the same scene, we begin to see that it is not Benedick who
mistrusts women, but rather Claudio, who we were led to believe is good,
loving, and noble. Claudio goes on to say, “Let every eye negotiate for itself,
/ And trust no agent; for Beauty is a witch / against whose charms faith
melteth into blood” (Shakespeare 2.1.162–165). Claudio would rather blame
Hero’s beauty and believe it was her that tempted Don Pedro than place
blame on Don Pedro, who would have been the true deceiver if he had truly
been wooing Hero for himself rather than for Claudio. With the scene at
the masque, we begin to see that Claudio’s faithfulness and nobility may
perhaps be a deception. This scene at the masque prepares the audience for
his reaction to Don John’s later deception.
Just as with Benedick and Beatrice, in order for Don John and Borachio’s
scheme to work there must be a secondary deception already at work.
Richard Henze further elaborates, saying, “For Don Pedro’s scheme to
work; Claudio’s faithfulness has to be deceptive for Don John’s plan to
succeed, a plan which is, appropriately, not even Don John’s, but Borachio’s”
(Henze 193). Claudio’s mask of nobility and faithfulness is fully removed,
and his suspicious, insecure nature is revealed as he listens to Don John’s
false accusation of Hero. Claudio’s suspicious nature is revealed first in his
choice to believe Don John at all. Claudio has been deceived by Don Pedro’s
bastard half-brother once already. At this point in the play, Don John is a
proven liar, while Hero has not given Claudio any reason to doubt her and
her commitment to him. Yet, despite this, Claudio chooses to believe Don
John anyway. Just as in the earlier masque scene, Claudio’s suspicion of
Hero is immediate, and he is quick to blame her in both instances. Don John
has no evidence of Hero’s unfaithfulness, and once again, Claudio knows
that Don John has deceived him before. This further reveals to the audience
that Claudio is not only suspicious and insecure, but he is also distrustful of
women. This distrust and suspicion makes him an easy target for Don John.
Claudio’s mask of faithfulness and nobility begins to fall as his distrustful
and suspicious nature is revealed.
Claudio’s perceived nobility is also undercut when he chooses Hero’s
punishment before he has seen her crime. He says, “If I see anything tonight
why I should not / marry her, tomorrow in the congregation where I / should
wed, there will I shame her” (Shakespeare 3.3.111–113). Claudio has no
evidence of any wrongdoing on Hero’s part, save Don John’s word. Despite
this, Claudio has already picked a punishment for her. In his article “‘Much
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Ado About Nothing’ and the Spectator” William Bubula explains that his choice
of public shaming may seem overly cruel for more contemporary audiences;
he says, “Usually, [Claudio] is defended by reference to Renaissance attitudes
and tastes. His rejection of Hero would not have seemed as cruel as it seems
to us. . . . Yet cruelty is cruelty, especially when the audience knows Hero
is innocent” (Bubula 13). He argues that despite the punishment of public
shaming being normal according to Renaissance attitudes, the audience still
sees this act as overly cruel because of their knowledge of Hero’s innocence.
This cruel act, paired with the revelation of Claudio’s suspicious nature
and clear distrust of women, changes how the audience perceives Claudio,
and we are left to wonder if he truly is as noble as he is made out to be
at the beginning of the play. Similarly, just as our expectation of Benedick
is changed by his choice to trust Beatrice and Hero, our expectations of
Claudio are changed by his choice to mistrust and slander Hero. As these
two men subvert expectations, the audience is left to wonder who is truly
the misogynist of the play.
Claudio’s reputation of being faithful and noble ends up lost because
his fear of being deceived causes him to act opposite of what the audience
expects of him. A running joke throughout Much Ado About Nothing is that
of the cuckold. A cuckold is a man whose wife has cheated on him, and
Claire McEachern further explains that a cuckold is “the idea that a deceived
husband would grow horns which would reveal him to his community as
a dupe of his wife and her lover. . . . The horns are thus associated with
visibility; they much the concupiscent conspicuous” (McEachern 46, 48).
The fear of cuckoldry can then be connected to the fear of visibility, and,
more specifically, the shame with the visibility that one has been deceived.
Claudio’s biggest fear is being seen as someone who has been deceived and
becoming a so-called “cuckold.” This fear causes him to behave rashly and
trust people that perhaps he should not. When he believes he has the upper
hand and knows of Hero’s unfaithfulness, he shames her publicly to keep
his own honor safe. The audience, however, knows the truth, and so instead
we watch as his mask of honor falls and his insecurity and suspicious nature
are revealed. His attempts to keep himself safe from deception backfire,
and he ends up accusing an innocent. Claudio’s fault comes from a fear
of being deceived and the visibility that often comes with deception. In
Claudio’s attempts to protect himself, he actually becomes more susceptible
to deception, and as those deceptions play out, Claudio’s mask of nobility
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falls away and only his true nature of being a fearful and distrustful person
remains.
On the surface of Much Ado About Nothing, there appears to be two main
deception plots, that of Benedick and Beatrice and that of Claudio; however,
upon further examination of the role of the audience and the characters in
the play, more deception is revealed than what is seen in just those two plots.
Deception is the main catalyst for the story arc of the play, and also acts as
the catalyst for character growth and revelation. Throughout the play, we see
the characters are deceiving themselves as well as the audience by the masks
they wear and the roles they are expected to play. The audience expects them
to be one thing, but Shakespeare challenges these ideas and generic roles.
Much Ado About Nothing (or rather, Much Ado About Noting, as it would have
originally pronounced) challenges the position of power that an audience
feel they have in the play by keeping them deceived like the characters
within the play. They become eavesdroppers, members of the deceived who
must learn to note and to make observations—as though they themselves are
a character in the play.
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"Was Is Not Is"
"Give unto them beauty for ashes"
(Isaiah 61.1-3)
Katey Workman

Fiction and Ethics professor Maria Ferrández

San Miguel, in her analysis of E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime, makes a call for the
use of resilience theory as a lens through which to explore literature instead
of the more common trauma theory. In the former, negative experiences act
as “fuel for transformation,” as opposed to the later, where the negative event
defines the character or their narrative. Ferrández San Miguel claims that by
using a resilience lens rather than a trauma lens, we permit our challenges
to refine us instead of remaining trapped by them. As Shakespeare provides
a fertile bed from which the seeds of resilience theory may profitably grow,
I will employ the theory in the beloved comedy As You Like It to show
what resilience looks like. Doing so will help to distinguish what makes an
individual go through the transformative process of what was—trauma, to
what is—strength. In order to add to the growing body of resilience literature,
first, I will identify what contemporary social science has recognized as
factors that contribute to resilience outcomes. Second, I will explore how
these factors manifest themselves on a thematic level in As You Like It by
examining the trajectories of resilient characters Rosalind and Duke Senior.
In doing so, I expect to prove that social science may have a place within the
realm of literature. Finally, I make a case for the evidence of these resiliencepredicting factors in the formal elements of Shakespeare’s works, and in so
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doing, prove that literature has a place in the study of the social sciences. In
sum, I will examine the profitable marriage of the two fields.
In literary criticism today, the prevalence of trauma theory leads to the
widespread neglect of resilience theory. This preference reflects the pervasive
plague in contemporary society to ceaselessly meditate on and even relish
past pain. The use of trauma theory involves the study of those events which
disrupt or change a person’s sense of reality (Root 229), and like much of
popular psychology, is informed by the work of Sigmund Freud. Cathy
Caruth, Shoshana Felman, and Geoffrey Hartman furthered the use of the
theory in literature in the 1990s and it has since only grown in popularity
(Mambrol). While this well-established literary perspective acts as a starting
place, my assertion is that focusing on those traumatic, life-changing events
and their psychological repercussions ensures that victims stay victims. Their
wounds are revisited and reopened retelling after retelling instead of being
given the chance to heal. They are forced to relive their trauma repeatedly in
an attempt at catharsis and hope of abreaction (release of repressed emotion
by reliving it). With traumatic experiences as our focal point, those who have
suffered gain sympathy, as well they should, but they lose power and the
ability to overcome their challenges because either they, or those who make
their situations the object of study, are occupied in assuring they are shown
compassion they’re due rather than focusing on how not to suffer the same
crisis again. They insist on keeping themselves, or in the case of scholars,
those they study, eternally defined by their trial. Fortunately, stories have
the power to solidify our identities (Neimeyer and Levitt 50). Therefore, by
sharing our very real trials while seeing them from the perspective of growth,
we harness the power of narrative and begin to rewrite our own stories.
I do not suggest anything improper or wrong with a preliminary
focus on understanding the original crisis. Coming to terms with a past
experience is an essential part of the healing process (Kübler-Ross and
Kessler 24). However, it is only the first step in the process of overcoming.
Dwelling on the damage is like looking at a demolition but making no plans
for reconstruction. Understanding how the wreckage came about, coupled
with a perspective on how to make it better in the future, is a principle as
applicable to psychology as it is to construction.
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I. What is Resilience?
The key to understanding resilience theory is to first understand the
construct of resilience. Resilience is a cross-disciplinary concept. Though its
origins lie in the realm of physical science, the principle has been applied as
widely as community disaster response, older-adult dietetics, and sewing.
We will explore the varied applications of the term within various fields, as a
sampling will yield a richer understanding of the concept itself.
The concept of resilience seems first to appear in the discussion of
textiles—“The ability [of fibers and fabrics] to recover from deformation”
(Dillon 207) and “the rapidity and extent to which wool springs back to
its original size and formation after hand compression” (Winson 386). The
physical sciences use the term resilience to describe the trait of a spring: “the
ability to store energy and deflect elastically under a load without breaking
or being deformed” (Gordon qtd. in Norris et al 127). The image evoked is
powerful. Ecologists discuss resilience in terms of ecosystems under duress
that exhibit a “positive adaptation in response to adversity; it is not to absence
of vulnerability, not an inherent characteristic, and not static” (Waller 292).
Social scientists apply these principles to groups of people, for instance: “a
community’s capacities, skills, and knowledge that allow it to participate fully
in recovery from disasters.” They also apply it to individuals, for example:
“the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite
challenging or threatening circumstances” (Masten et al. 426). Applications
may even reach a municipal register: “a sustainable network of physical
systems and human communities, capable of managing extreme events;
during disaster, both must be able to survive and function under extreme
stress” (Godschalk 2003). Indeed, some argue that resilience is inherent to
our DNA, as “it accounts for our success to survive and thrive in utterly
adverse conditions during evolutionary times” (Konner qtd. in Ferrández
148). However, the degree to which resilience is an agentive process versus an
inherent evolutionary product is still under debate (Waller 292). Whichever
the case, for a person to be resilient, in essence, means to have experienced
difficulty and to have made it through and to be stronger on the other
side. Merely possessing positive traits or outcomes cannot alone qualify as
resilience. Nor is resilience simply experiencing hardship. For a narrative to
represent true resilience, an individual needs first to experience difficulty
and to emerge on the other side of the difficulty with positive outcomes.
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The concept of resilience is broad in its disciplinary applicability and
is therefore unsurprisingly broad in the factors that contribute to it. The
following is only a sampling of the many factors that make possible the
development of resilience: social or family support or the support of the
community (Root 245; McKim 260), positive emotionality (in other words the
tendency to react positively to things), spirituality, optimism, sublimation
(redirecting one’s energy), being needed by others, past experiences
of overcoming, experiences of self-reliance and survival in challenging
environments, achievement orientation (Mayer and Faber qtd. in Ferrández
148), empathy (Denhardt and Denhardt 335), finding humor in the situation
(Rutter qtd. in Connor and Davidson 77), mindfulness (Thompson 220), etc.
Each of the aforementioned qualities is linked to helping individuals not
only survive but thrive in the face of difficulty.
Resilience theory is the legitimate child of two star-crossed subjects—
literary analysis and social science. It is the application of the concept of
resilience to literature. The reason this marriage of subjects works is because
each offers benefits that the other does not possess. The benefit of using
literature as a case study in resilience rather than, say, reading a metaanalysis of psychological research on the topic, is that literature affords a
more accessible emotional dimension. And such an emotional appeal means
that the central message (in our case: how does one overcome difficulty and
develop resilience?) becomes internalized and personalized. Stories engage
the senses and offer a sort of mental rehearsal, making both visceral reaction
and mental retention more likely, thus rendering the process of learning most
effective. A branch of psychology, called narrative psychology, confirms this
thinking. Experts Robert Neimeyer and Heidi Levitt explain that narratives
are the optimal study subjects because of the “ubiquity of storytelling” (64).
Stories are central to human interaction—they “instruct, inform, entertain,
and challenge” (Neimeyer and Levitt 47). They are not only omnipresent but
ever-useful in human coping endeavors. More will be said on this later.
Shakespearean actor Stephen Wolfert, as well as trained clinicians, have
caught on to this beneficial coupling and are finding fresh and creative ways to
help people work through their difficulties. There is a growing phenomenon
of treating trauma by mimetic induction—in other words, acting things
out. In this exercise of one’s therapeutic imagination (Ali 7), war veterans,
convicts, and those from disadvantaged backgrounds find psychological
succor in the process of reading, acting, and performing literature and
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theatre. When we read a story or play or narrative of whatever kind, we are
free to engage with the text to the extent we can or that we choose, or we can
leave it alone if or when the material becomes too intense for our sensitivities.
We are allowed to go through what the characters do—but from the safety
of our own circumstances. We can disengage when needed and analyze as
we see fit.
Now, in an attempt to see whether social science principles can be
profitably applied to literature, I will apply the resiliency predicting traits of
social support, sublimation, humor in the face of stress, optimism, a necessity
to help dependents, and empathy to Shakespeare’s As You Like It.

II. Shakespeare as a Case Study of Resilience
Theory: Thematic Level

It seems clear to me that the marriage between the concept of resilience
and the works of William Shakespeare may be of enormous mutual benefit.
Shakespeare, in his works, provides us with not only the depth of human
experience that facilitates a study of human behavior but the breadth to give
the study variety and universal applicability. Shakespeare’s worthiness to
provide the subjects for this qualitative case study is affirmed by scholars such
as Harold Bloom who, risking hyperbole, entitled his book, Shakespeare: The
Invention of the Human, asserting boldly that Shakespeare’s comprehension
of humankind is unparalleled. And yet, what resilience theory offers us now
is the chance to broaden even Shakespeare’s scope by using empirical social
science as a new and yet untired perspective from which to analyze, and
hopefully enhance, his iconic literature.
However, some may reasonably question the viability of using a
Shakespearian comedy as the object of our study on trauma and resilience
instead of one of his tragedies. In part, this is explained in what was previously
mentioned—in order to be considered resilient one must not only experience
difficulty but come out stronger post-crisis. Shakespeare’s tragedies end
in death, while the comedies end with felicitous resolution. If what Wilde
suggests in his Decay of Lying is true—that life does reflect art—most would
elect, and resilience scholars might prefer, to have their lives reflect a comedy
rather than a tragedy (10).
Additionally, as we attempt to use the examples offered in literature as
a template after which to model our own real-life resilience, one may still
wonder, why use a comedy which is full of fantastical elements? With attacks
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by lions, love (and marriage) at first sight, cross-dressing, a setting devoid of
factual historical or geographical references, etc.—how could something so
unrealistic inform real life? The answer is in the story’s appeal. Siding again
with Wilde’s claim that life reflects art, it may be that any work so delightfully
attractive (thanks in large part to those fantastical elements) draws readers
into the art. Readers may be so drawn to the work, in fact, that aspects of life
may begin to reflect aspects of the work in many respects. In this sense, both
Touchstone and D.J. Palmer may be on to something when they conclude
that “the truest poetry is the most feigning”—often we find truths, realities,
in the most fabricated or unnatural settings (Palmer 40).
The play houses many characters who experience hardship and
get through it, making it difficult to choose which characters to focus on.
However, for their centrality to the plot and likability which makes their
resilience trajectories more memorable, we will discuss only two: Rosalind
and Duke Senior.

Rosalind

Despite Shakespeare professor and ecofeminist Catherine Diamond
asserting early in her essay that Rosalind “suffers no hardship and is not
responsible to anyone but herself” (91), Diamond seems to contradict herself
when later she states, “Rosalind is able to utilize her full being to convert
whatever obstacle fate throws in her way into a positive benefit for someone:
she not only evades negative consequences but finds a way to prosper” (94).
This latter description is as good a definition of resilience as any—not only
surviving but thriving. If we are assuming then, along with Diamond’s later
definition, that Rosalind is indeed resilient, we must also assume that she did
in fact suffer from hardship from “fate thrown” obstacles (94).
When we first meet Rosalind, we immediately learn she is depressed
about her father’s recent banishment. “I show more mirth than I am mistress
of . . . Unless, you could teach me to forget a banished father, you must
not learn me how to remember any extraordinary pleasure” (Shakespeare
1.2.3–5). Her father, Duke Senior, was obviously a “good father” (1.3.227) and
of a more loveable personality than her uncle, Duke Frederick. The latter’s
“rough and envious disposition” is evident in his unprovoked ejection of
Rosalind from the court (1.3.30–1). The difficulty of these two primary trials
is clear in her despair expressed just after:
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CELIA. Be not more grieved than I am.
ROSALIND. I have more cause. (Shakespeare 1.3.81–82)

Later, Rosalind is hurt when her own father does not recognize her when
they meet in the Forest of Arden (Shakespeare 3.4). These trials alone—losing
family and losing home—would be hard to endure for anyone, even more so
within the short span of time allotted by the theatre.
Thus, we can feel confident that Rosalind has experienced hardship,
and that evidenced by her winning her love and seeing her family reunited,
she overcomes it as the “most admirable personage in all of Shakespeare”
(Bloom 207). But how does she overcome? Among others that may also apply,
three characteristics of a resilient individual come to the foreground: social
and family support, sublimation, and humor in the face of stress.
Despite the familial loss and betrayal which she experiences, Rosalind is
blessed with family support in the form of her cousin Celia. In Act 1, Scene
3, Duke Frederick exiles Rosalind, and it is Celia who intervenes: “Now I
know her. If she be a traitor / why, so am I” (lines 61–62). When the Duke
persists, Celia declares, “Pronounce that sentence then on me, my liege; I
cannot live out of her company” (Shakespeare 1.3.74–75)—refusing to
leave her wronged cousin’s side. Critics like Julie Crawford searching for
fresh feminist readings of the play comment on their cousin relationship as
homoerotic and potentially incestuous (103). While there is ample evidence
of a tight bond between the women, I am inclined to side with Harold Bloom
who is skeptical of a homoerotic Rosalind, as “her sexual desires entirely
center upon Orlando, a Herculean wrestler and by no means a diffident
young man” (208). What I do think Crawford gets right is the capacity of
that familial bond (they are “dearer than sisters” (1.2.222)) which acts as
protection against threatening outside forces (109).
Second, Rosalind is gifted at sublimation—modifying a natural
impulse or sentiment into something productive (Gay 1992). While initially
upset at being banished to the forest, and assuming the guise of a man for
self-protection, Rosalind quickly turns her considerable energies to the
acquisition of land (Shakespeare 2.4) and, more importantly, the love lessons
of Orlando (3.3). The acquisition of land is a shrewd and proactive move, one
that is contrasted by her travel fellows (Celia complains; Touchstone whines).
It is also more productive than Orlando’s first attempt at finding comfort in
the forest where he accosts the peaceful (and unrecognized) Duke Senior
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and company. Orlando enters with force, threatening violence in the case of
non-compliance. So, while Orlando indeed keeps busy rather than sitting
around waiting for his luck to change (which certainly merits a measure of
praise), accosting peaceful forest-dwellers would likely not fall under the
sublimation tenet: finding a “higher” or more socially acceptable activity
(Deri 1939). And, in the case of the love lessons, Rosalind loses no time in
beginning to train the young Orlando in the ways of love. The love that
Rosalind teaches him is more substantial than that sensual style of Audrey
and Touchstone, more realistic than the whirlwind courtship of Celia and
Oliver, but more fantastical than the unrequited love of Silvius to Phoebe.
And though her love is distinctly different from theirs, in another act of
sublimation, Rosalind also turns to helping Silvius and Phoebe begin to love
each other, believing it in the best interest of both parties. Rosalind chooses
to channel her frustrations at Silvius and Phoebe into the more productive
task of uniting them, and she expended her sexual tension with Orlando
toward preparing him for marriage rather than wallowing that they cannot
yet be together.
Third, Rosalind has the ability to find humor in the face of stress. Though
Jacques and Touchstone are the characters primarily credited with the play’s
humor, it is Rosalind alone whose unique employment of humor helps her
to overcome challenges. Rosalind’s humor is more subtle and cheeky than
the crassness of Touchstone and more optimistic than that of the melancholy
Jacques. However, this supremacy of wit never leads to arrogance over her
companions—she jokes around with Touchstone (Shakespeare 1.2) and
converses cleverly with Jacques (4.1). Her lightness has the dual ability to
add levity to the situation as well as address serious matters. When chastising
Orlando for showing up an hour late of his promised time, she says, “I had
as lief be wooed of a snail . . . ay a snail, for though he comes slowly, he
carries his house on his head—a better jointure, I think, than you make a
woman. Besides, he brings his destiny with him” (4.1.42). Rosalind achieves
at once a stinging rebuke of Orlando’s unacceptable behavior and the
avoidance of melodrama by metaphor, which makes Orlando’s participation
in the exchange less intimidating, and also the hit to his pride less direct.
Rosalind’s playfulness is also clear in the love lessons with Orlando as she
plays Ganymede playing Rosalind. She coyly drops hints of her true identity,
but carefully maintains her façade, evidently well enough to keep Orlando
duped and intrigued.
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Duke Senior
The Duke has unquestionably suffered hardship as well. He is banished
to the woods, which, depending on the production, may entail harsh living
conditions—The Royal Shakespeare Company’s 2009 production depicts
Arden as wintry and frozen. However, even in the productions which show
Arden as a charming refuge (As You Like It 2013; 2019), one can assume
being banished there would prove a challenge not only because the Duke is
used to court life, but because of the manner in which his banishment was
accomplished. His younger brother Duke Frederick betrayed him, usurped
his political power, and attempted to slander his name in public by unjustly
calling Duke Senior a “traitor” before exiling him to the forest. How is Duke
Senior, then, able to “translate stubbornness of fortune into so sweet a style,”
as Amiens praises (Shakespeare 2.1.1)? Just as with Rosalind, many traits
may apply, but three characteristics of a resilient individual are particularly
evident: optimism, necessity to help dependents, and empathy.
First, the Duke is overtly optimistic. He experiences challenges but
elects to see the opportunity or beauty in the situation. Trauma researchers
show that optimism is among the strongest predictors of resilience, in fact,
and is an even greater predictor of positive outcomes than the traumatic
experience itself (Segovia et al.). Duke Senior exemplifies this: “Are these
woods not more free from peril than the envious court? . . . And this our
life, exempt from public haunt, Finds tongues in trees, books in the running
brooks, Sermons in stones, and good in every thing.” (Shakespeare 2.1.15–17;
emphasis added). Instead of focusing on the comforts of the court now out
of reach, he sees and intentionally emphasizes the positives of his difficult
situation. He does not mope about missing out on the intrigue of public life
or find terror in trees, boredom in running brooks, or sadness in stones, as
he might have done, frankly, as might have been anticipated of someone
accustomed to cushy court life. His intentional optimism allows him to see
the beauty that already exists around him, whether or not he elected to be
there in the first place. And his optimism is contagious, as his company
seems to be in as upbeat a mood as he is.
Second, he is burdened with the necessity to help dependents. Our
resilience research informs us this can help one remain resilient because care
for others will motivate you to action and even help you forget your own
troubles. Like Rosalind says to Celia, “I will forget the condition of my estate
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to rejoice in yours” (Shakespeare 1.2.11). The Duke is banished to Arden with
some people from his court, as the stage directions for Act 2, Scene 1 make
clear: “Enter Duke Senior, Amiens, and two or three other lords dressed like
Foresters” (Shakespeare 1706). As the benevolent leader of his outcast group,
the Duke does not simply send the others to do his bidding, but works
alongside them: “shall we go and kill us venison?” (2.1.21). He calls them his
“co-mates” and “brothers in exile” (2.1.1). Taking care of individuals gives
him purpose and helps him to think less of his personal trial.
Third, The Duke shows empathy. When the misunderstanding Orlando
enters the forest-refuge scene with threats of violence for want of food, the
Duke does not react with requited hostility. Whereas Jacques responds with
sarcasm, Duke Senior says gently and calmly, “Art thou thus boldened, man,
by thy distress? Or else a rude despiser of good manners, That in civility
thou seem’st so empty? . . . What would you have? Your gentleness shall
force more than your force move us to gentleness . . . Sit down and feed,
and welcome to our table” (Shakespeare 2.7.101–104). His calmness disarms
Orlando, and his gentle wit sounds more like amused avuncularity than the
distress of someone finding themselves on the wrong end of a sword. With
characteristic patience, the Duke first understands why Orlando would be
acting the way he is (because of his distress) and then fills his need (sit down
and feed). Indeed, The Duke and his company are able to understand fully
where Orlando might be coming from, having just been uprooted to the
forest themselves (“True is it that we have seen better days . . . ” (Shakespeare
2.7.119)). This empathy, and its ensuing collectedness, helps the Duke survive
this near-violent encounter with Orlando and wins him friendships which
contribute to making bearable the life of exile.

III. Shakespeare as a Case Study of Resilience
Theory: Formal Level

Having established the thematic foundation for resilience in As You Like
It, this section will explore how the formal elements of the play further the
case for As You Like It as a resilience narrative. I hope to demonstrate the
utility of literature in illustrating principles of social science, namely selfregulation through rhythm and breathing, sublimation and humor-finding
through theatrical performance, and cognitive reappraisal demonstrated
through metatheatricality.
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It is impossible to separate an interpretation of a play from the theatrical
and performance choices made by its crew and cast. The inflection an actor
lends to a particular line may change the meaning of their words entirely. For
example, Katy Stephens leverages the following short lines in such a way
that deepens Rosalind’s character:
ROSALIND. I met the Duke yesterday, and had much question with him.
He asked me of what parentage I was; I told him of as good as he, so he
laughed and let me go. But what talk we of fathers when there is
such a man as Orlando? (Shakespeare 3.4.30)

In the last sentence, she speaks with overenthusiasm so as to cause both
Celia and the audience to redirect their focus from Orlando to the recent
run-in with Duke Senior. Katy Stephens speaks the lines in a way that makes
clear the pain caused by Rosalind’s exchange with her father, but, in order
to side-step the vulnerability this exposes, she quickly changes the topic to a
lighter one (Stephens). This is but one example of what makes theatre such
an interesting object in our search for resilience on a formal level because it
means that we have as source material not only the printed words but every
production ever performed of a Shakespeare play.
The first formal feature that As You Like It and others of his plays
possess that contribute to resilience is that the verse of Shakespeare’s writing
possesses a rhythmic quality that requires regulation. This regulation may
have therapeutic and healing qualities. Stephan Wolfert, founder of the
nonprofit De-Cruit: Treating Trauma through Shakespeare and Science, had
served in the army for six years when he saw a friend killed right in front
of him: “I lost it . . . I was in an absolute drunken stupor. I went off the
deep end” (“CryHavoc: Stephan Wolfert”). While AWOL, Stephan found his
way to a Montana theatre production of Richard III. He said, “This play
had such a profound impact on me that I ended up leaving the army and
going to graduate school for acting” (“CryHavoc: Stephan Wolfert”). With
only Wonder Bread, peanut butter, and a cooler of beer, Stephan began to
change his life, using Shakespeare as a way to deal with the trauma of war in
productive ways. When asked why he believes Shakespeare seems to have a
unique impact, he mentions thematic relevance: “His plays are infused with
the veteran’s experience” (“CryHavoc: Stephan Wolfert”). So it is the content
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that is helpful, yes, but also the plays’ formal elements: rhythm. Wolfert
described:
Iambic pentameter is actually helpful for the veterans who come to

De-Cruit . . . when we work with the veterans, they’ll try to share an

experience that has them so buttoned up that I’ll see them physically shut

down. I’ll hand them a Shakespeare speech, not only does the Shakespeare
poetry provide a language for the many emotions, not only that but he puts

it in iambic pentameter—perfect human rhythm that helps regulate our

emotions so that we can continue to share them out-loud. So, with every

line of verse . . . we keep speaking and breathing, speaking and breathing.

It keeps us present in the moment and physically in our bodies which are

the two things that go first when we remember traumatic experiences. We

tend to dissociate, but he forces us to stay in there. (“CryHavoc: Stephan

Wolfert”)

The rhythm of Shakespeare’s verse imposes a measure of regulation, which
though external, serves to help control and regulate internal impulses.
So when veterans, or whomever it is performing Shakespeare, feel the
beginnings of dysregulation as the result of their trauma, they can rely on the
steadiness and regularity of the rhythmic verse to proceed and conquer their
dysregulation. Wolfert goes on to explain why the breath control required
in delivering lines, especially those of Shakespeare, proves so important for
military veterans in particular:
The military uses breath and heartbeat to wire us for war. When we learn
to fire the weapon . . . only part of the breath is for an accurate shot. The

other part is to keep us from thinking about who or what we’re shooting.

The manual teaches us to breathe in, exhale, breath out, squeeze the trigger

between the heartbeats, then take a breath in, acquire the next target. They

use breath as part of the rhythm of firing. We use breath as part of the rhythm

for marching and singing cadence. We use breath as part of the rhythm for
nearly everything that we do. So, it’s a natural segue into Shakespeare to

say, okay, let’s use breath, and rhythm and heartbeat and unpack all this

stuff that’s going on inside of our heads and inside of our bodies. And there

happens to be some brilliant poetry that expresses exactly what we’re going

through. (“CryHavoc: Stephan Wolfert”)

And so aside from the thematic relevance of many of Shakespeare’s works
to traumatized war-veterans, the breath control honed in practicing and
performing Shakespearian theatre can be used to practice self-control, focus,
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and conquering nerves, just as it was used to help soldiers get “wire[d] for
war” in the first place (“CryHavoc: Stephan Wolfert”).
Wolfert is not the first to address the connection between military and
poetic meter specifically nor the first to discuss the mutually beneficial
connection of literature in bringing about social science phenomena
generally. Meredith Martin discusses the capacity of early English poetry
to ignite patriotism, citing an early poetry review claiming that Thomas
Davis’ poem “My Native Land” (1867) “could animate the impulses—the
pulses, even—of the Irish peasantry, infusing their veins with nationalist
blood and bringing the country to life and glory” (106). Nor is Wolfert the
first to explore the specific tandem of trauma and poetry. World War I poets,
including Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon, were taught to narrate
traumatic experiences in order to “move through” them (131). More will
be said on narrative therapy hereafter, but an important way that these
doctors applied their concept of narrative therapy was with poetic meter.
Martin describes how, after the trauma individuals had experienced in war,
“Meter as a stable category was illusory. To recover from trauma, through a
method of therapy provided by the very idea of ‘meter’ that had betrayed
them, was to acknowledge the collective agreement—sometimes manifest
as an individual desperate need—to believe in meter’s stability anyway”
(132). So meter was a grounding force—a return to convention obliterated
in wartime. Further, trauma for some World War I veterans manifested itself
as a linguistic disorder—stammering or aphasia. Martin remarks, “success
of ‘ordered activities’ was particularly remarkable for linguistic disorders.
Rhythmically controlled time became an empowering practice for patients
adept at composing metrical verses; composing in meter, for many patients
trained in poetic craft, was a new kind of therapeutic activity” (131).
Apart from the relatable content and regulated style of Shakespeare’s
written word, Wolfert talks about the benefit of participating in the theatrical
medium as particularly therapeutic as well. He speaks of the similarity
between theatre and war: terror, fear, and camaraderie, in particular. He
expresses that both war and theatre are extreme pressure situations in which
people experience a fight or flight response. What theatre provides, however,
is a “container of enough security where they know they won’t die, and so
are allowed to jump in” (“CryHavoc: Stephan Wolfert”). Rosalind herself
is an embodiment of the healing nature of acting—she finds strength and
freedom as she dresses as the boy Ganymede in the forest. She and Celia
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hope to be free from physical danger, “I’ll put myself in poor and mean attire,
/ and with a kind of umber besmirch my face / the like do you, so shall
we pass along / and never stir assailants” (Shakespeare 1.3.102), hoping
her manly appearance might fend off any would-be attackers (Diamond
92). Taking on the persona of a man, she feels the responsibility to be brave,
saying that “doublet and hose ought to show itself courageous to petticoat.
Therefore, courage, good Aliena” (2.4.6). We have already proved that the
drive to care for others is a component of resilience, but taking on the role of
protector seems to endow Rosalind with bravery she did not think was hers
before. Finally, dressing up and acting the part of a man grants Rosalind a
couple of allowances described by ecofeminist Catherine Diamond thusly:
“To avoid unwanted male attention, she first disguises herself as male, but
once exiled to the forest, she does not stop at protection, for she then uses
her androgynous disguise to get close to her unwary prey” (Diamond 92).
Rosalind is enabled to become close to Orlando and to prepare him for a
committed relationship in a way that might have otherwise been impossible.
Dressed up, Rosalind finds herself free from social bounds that may have
previously inhibited her (Garber 104).
The idea of resilience is again supported by the text in its use of metatheatricality. As You Like It is highly self-referential. Shakespeare loves calling
attention to theatre and verse within his own plays and verses—think the
play-within-a-play in Hamlet, Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Love’s Labour’s
Lost. However, As You Like It may be the Bard’s best example of metatheatricality. Various characters draw attention to the idea of play, appearing
aware that they are in one. Duke Senior says, “Thou seest we are not all alone
unhappy. This wide and universal theatre presents more woeful pageants
than the scene wherein we play” (Shakespeare 2.7.135–138). The Duke’s
comment sets the stage perfectly for perhaps the best known meta-theatrical
moment in Shakespeare, Jacques’ “All the world’s a stage” (2.7.138–165). He
asserts,
JACQUES. All the world’s a stage,
and all the men and women merely players.
They have their exits and their entrances,
and one man in his time plays many parts,
his acts being seven ages.
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As he describes the stages of man, Jacques makes his most audacious
assertion—that our lives are lived for show. We are all actors playing different
roles at different times.
This meta-theatricality achieves two helpful ends: first, it argues that we
all inhabit a narrative. By claiming that we are all characters in our own
dramas or comedies, Jacques and Shakespeare help us begin to see that
perhaps the events that occur in our lives can all be circumscribed to a
personal meta-narrative. This allows us to see others as parts of our story and
see even small events as meaningful moments in a narrative, potentially all
leading up to something greater. This is a paradigm employed by narrative
psychologists in helping treat trauma patients (Neimeyer and Levitt; Martin
131). By training individuals to analyze both process (internal, external,
and reflexive) and structure (who, what, when, where, why, so what) of
the micro-narratives they tell regarding isolated experiences, individuals
become more able to find meaning and create an identity from them. Strung
together, these meaningful micro-narratives create a more meaningful
“macro-narrative” which lends coherence to an individual’s sense of self
(Neimeyer and Levitt 48).
Secondly, what Jacques achieves in all his meta-theatrical musing is
another key factor of resilience—cognitive reappraisal. Cognitive reappraisal
means reframing a situation, to think of it in another way, especially in order
to alter its emotional impact (Feder et al. 36). Take, as an example, being
reprimanded by an employer. Though potentially painful, the individual
may choose to see this criticism as a pathway towards improved performance
and thus feel differently about the interaction. Ferrández clarifies: “In the
context of traumatic stress, [cognitive reappraisal] may imply changing
one’s assessment to a more positive interpretation of the event” (161). In
other words, cognitive shifts, triggered by these meta-theatrical speeches
with double meanings and multi-layered implications, provide good
practice for the viewer to think about what they are experiencing from
multiple perspectives. This practice concretizes neural pathways and may
make it easier for the viewer to then employ these skills, which are helpful to
resilience, in their own lives.
Shakespeare scaffolds cognitive reappraisal for his audience. At the end
of the speech comes Jacques’ melancholy bottom line: “Last scene of all, /
That ends this strange eventful history, / Is second childishness, and mere
oblivion / Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything” (Shakespeare
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2.7.162–165). Upon finishing his nihilistic perspective of the end of human
days, what happens next is significant:
(Re-enter ORLANDO, with ADAM)
DUKE SENIOR. Welcome. Set down your venerable burthen,
And let him feed.
ORLANDO. I thank you most for him.
ADAM. So had you need:
I scarce can speak to thank you for myself.
DUKE SENIOR. Welcome; fall to: I will not trouble you
As yet, to question you about your fortunes.
Give us some music; and, good cousin, sing.
...
DUKE SENIOR. If that you were the good Sir Rowland’s son,
As you have whisper’d faithfully you were,
...
Be truly welcome hither . . .
Good old man,
Thou art right welcome as thy master is.
Support him by the arm. Give me your hand,
And let me all your fortunes understand. (Shakespeare 2.7)

This exchange foregrounds Duke Senior, himself not a young man. Here he
shows us that age does not leave one “sans everything” as Jacques asserts—
he still possesses joviality, generosity, and goods enough to share with the
newcomers. In so doing, he gains both their respect and companionship—
getting more than he gives away. Adam, the pronounced “old man” of the
play (Shakespeare 2.3.56), is not left “sans everything” either. Instead of
wasting away (as Jacques might have predicted), he is carefully attended to
by his loyal quasi-son Orlando, given support and encouragement by these
strangers in the woods. On behalf of the audience, Shakespeare is reappraising
the end of man’s stages. Instead of leaving us with the hopeless brand of
melancholy Jacques adores, Shakespeare helps us to see man’s seventh scene
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as one of companionship and fulfillment. And simultaneously he illustrates
what the social scientists assert—that family, friends, and community play a
crucial role in an individual’s ability to be resilient.
In closing, life always has been, and always will be, difficult. Some
individuals suffer traumatic experiences that are foundation-shaking. These
individuals may find solace and healing by focusing not on the trauma
itself but on using their experiences and their stories in order to grow
stronger—“was is not is” as Celia teaches (Shakespeare 3.4; emphasis added).
Shakespeare is a master storyteller whose stories illustrate resilience. Since
life reflects art, searching for these resilience narratives in his works becomes
not merely a pastime but a crucial coping mechanism. Likewise, each of
us is the author of our own stories. By consuming art rich with examples
of resilient characters, our lives will eventually reflect the patterns that we
see and three things are achieved: social science is enlivened, literature is
enriched, and most importantly, individuals are healed. Lives can, like Isaiah
attests, turn to beauty from ashes.
finis.
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